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I stand in front of a spectacular group. Now that we are in our third cycle, we had some idea: we were going to get some schools that did some pretty amazing things.   You still managed to impress us this year.  Before we head off to our evening reception, I just want to spend a few minutes summarizing you – the 2014 ED Green Ribbon Schools and District Sustainability Award honorees as a group.  You are working as schools and districts to reduce your utility costs, improve health and performance in innovative ways.  To close, I want to give an overview of the ways that you, as a group, are making a difference.

A total of 48 schools have been honored today for their exemplary efforts to reduce environmental impact and utility costs, promote better health, and ensure effective environmental education.  In addition, 9 districts are being honored for the District Sustainability Award.

The list of selectees includes 39 public schools and 9 private schools.  The public schools include 10 early learning programs, three charter, one magnet and three career and technical schools. The schools serve various grade levels, including 29 elementary, 16 middle and 18 high schools, with several schools having various K-12 configurations.  21 of the 2014 honorees (37%) serve a disadvantaged student body.  18 (31%) are rural.

We also have honored individuals for the first time this year, and we’re thrilled to be able to have singled out three leaders in your states.
You are energy stars.  You’ve insulated and changed out light bulbs.  You’re using ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager tracking.  You employ daylight harvesting technology, cool roofs, and high-efficiency HVAC systems.  You’ve installed rooftop solar arrays, wind turbines, energy dashboards and building automation.  You purchase your power from green energy sources.  You are LEED and CHPS facilities.

This group knows a thing – or a hundred things – about waste not, want not.  You reduce, reuse, rethink, and recycle.  In fact, you single stream recycle, terracycle, Wee-We-cycle, e-recycle, and upcycle!  Your schools use cloud storage and electronic communications to save paper, including online report cards and parent communications.  

You have waste sorting stations to make sure your compostable lunch trays end up in the right bins.  You divert thousands upon thousands of pounds of food scraps from the trash, and non-food scraps have a second life in your schools, since you make art from them.  

You have bioswales, permeable pavement, drought-resistant native plants in rain gardens with rain barrels.  You have installed low-flow fixtures and rainwater harvesting systems, resulting in lower water bills, and water bottle filling stations, so bottles don’t end up in the trash.  

Can you hear the “cha-ching”?  I can.  We’re well into the millions of dollars saved. 

You know that a healthy school building is the key to higher-performing students and staff.  For this reason, you work toward healthy environments, using Indoor Air Quality Tools for Schools, the ISSA Cleaning Industry Management Standard, ASHRAE Ventilation Standards, the American Lung Association Asthma Friendly Schools Guide, and Green Seal, Greenguard, and Ecologo products.  

You’ve reduced pesticide use, employed electronic air cleaners, taken chemical inventories, and test to ensure that your schools are safe from lead, mold, mercury, and carbon monoxide.  You store and dispose of your chemicals properly, and your pest management plans are safe and healthy.  Your schools are no-smoking zones, allowing your students, staff, and parents to literally breathe easier.  

You look after the overall health of your students, with anti-bullying programs, dating violence education, school climate programs, peer counseling, and body-positive programs.  You have social workers, on-site health clinics and dental clinics.

Not only have you replaced standard vehicles with energy-efficient ones, but your students are staying active and protecting air quality as they walk and bike to school.  To keep active outdoors, they also swim, play tennis, kayak, canoe, golf, hike, Zumba, flamenco dance, ski, snowshoe, ice skate, and sled.  They practice karate and tai chi, go orienteering, participate in Dolphin Dashes, fun runs, adventure races, and Races for Education.  Your faculty set the pace with walking clubs and weight-loss challenges.  

Your students are aware not only of how they’re moving their bodies, but also of how they fuel them.  Your students eat locally, organically, and school garden grown.  You prepare lunches at your schools with leaner meats and whole grain ingredients, and with less sodium and added sugar.  You bake and you steam, but you don’t fry.  Your students eat fresh produce that they’ve grown themselves, and they donate to local food banks and pantries and sell at farmer’s markets so others can eat just as well as they do.  Your students also are learning how to prepare healthy meals through cooking classes in which they have salad parties, dry herbs, can, bake, raise free-range chickens, and participate in Iron Chef competitions.  Even birthdays at your schools have been made healthier, with no-sugary-snack policies.  Your students experiment with vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free and international meals, and participate in Farm to School programs, and Fruit and Vegetable and the HealthierUS Schools Challenge.

Your students are learning by doing.  Your students are working hard in your outdoor classrooms, gazebos, amphitheaters, meadows, flood plains, mountains, and greenhouses to engage with ecology, biology, economics, and agriculture, but also social studies, literature and art. They’re wading through ponds and streams, traipsing through native plant habitats, and observing animals — including birds, bats, worms, and insects — in their homes.  They get dirty – elbow deep – in order to get excited about learning and stay engaged in the subjects that will prepare them for the careers of the future.

You’ve installed solar panels and energy monitoring kiosks in your schools. Your students analyze energy, water and trash data.  They’re learning about the interrelatedness of their school environments with their communities and the planet at large. In the process, they are using their school facilities and grounds as laboratories developing civic values and skills, along with a strong sense of stewardship for our planet.  Your language and arts classes use the outdoors as inspiration for writing and painting.  Your teachers deliver lessons through the critical environmental themes of the 21st century, including nuclear power, biodiversity, hydrofracking, and genetics.  

Your outdoor classrooms include peace garden, children’s sensory garden, Vegetable gardens, wildlife and native plant habitats, amphitheater, gazebo, hummingbird feeders, bird houses, bird feeders, bird sanctuaries, greenhouses, wetlands, native tree arboreta, fish ponds, or fresh water streams. Students are building and maintaining on campus trails, forests, fruit groves, bridges and paths.

Your students — among them quite a few green thumbs— delight in their gardens.  They measure, plan, write, synthesize, react, and problem solve as they plant and transplant trees, track growth, build birdhouses, observe amphibian crossings, and create duck blinds.  They attend soil conservation camps and forestry camps, make decisions on energy policy, and hold Climate Conferences.  They know about careers many of us never even considered, and will be able to make a good living working in architectural design, robotics, sustainable agriculture, biochemical technology, environmental statistics, and stormwater management engineering, among many other fields.

Your teachers and staff also are constantly learning, and bringing their experiences back to their classrooms.  They’re fortunate to participate in programs including Project Wet, Project Wild, Project Learning Tree, Earth Force, Earth Day Network’s Educator’s Network, and Facing the Future. They attend the Green Schools National Conference, the Center for Green Schools District Sustainability Conference and the North American Association for Environmental Education Conference.  Your schools celebrate national Environmental Education Week, Arbor Day, and, of course, Earth Day.

Your students are not only taking their lessons home but also building partnerships with local, national, and international organizations.  They’re working with local museums, parks and recreation, and fire and police departments.  They connect with the FFA, local farms, orchards, wildlife and nature centers, zoos, and aquariums.  You’ve formed partnerships with organizations and companies like Audubon, The Nature Conservancy, Whole Foods, Lexus, Trane, Sodexo, the United States Tennis Association, McKinstry, Johnson Controls, Cenergistic, Waste Management, and Staples.  You also collaborate with colleges and universities like Brown University, University of Wisconsin, the University of North Carolina, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, University of Nebraska and Harvard University.  

We’re thrilled to see your students learn to pay it forward. They’re presenting composting workshops and building community nature centers, while producing public service announcements that encourage conservation behaviors.  They participate in highway clean-ups, organize plant sales, and clean up their school communities on the Green Apple Day of Service.
Your schools have Wellness Teams and Wellness Plans.  You have TerraCycle Brigades, BTU Crews, Fun Run Clubs, junior gardener clubs, Sustainability and Environmental Clubs, and Environmental Action Clubs.

Speaking of gardens!  If I only had your students’ green thumb! You have community gardens, educational gardens, learning gardens, raised gardens, outdoor gardens, peace gardens, sensory gardens, rain gardens, edible gardens, vertical aeroponic gardens, wild perennial butterfly gardens, and Gardens of Hope.

Your schools observe Merchant Mentor Day, Bottles and Cans Day, Sustainability Night, Energy Night, Captain Current Energy Day, and National Get Outdoors Day.  You celebrate Car-Free Days, “Colorado Proud” days, property clean-up days, Walk to School Days, Turn-off Tuesdays, Waste-Free Wednesdays, Trash-Free Fridays, Green Fact Fridays, and Waste-free every day.  

You are Emerald Green schools, Expeditionary Learning Schools, Alliance for a Healthier Generation schools…and now, U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools.

I think you get the idea.  You’ve accomplished things – like cost savings and student achievement -- as individual schools and districts that would make schools across the country…. Well, green with envy (you knew that was coming, right?); collectively, though, you’re out of this world.   

But of course, I can’t let you leave today without giving a few marching orders.  For being so good you get, well, homework!

Your charge is to enlist other schools, encourage them to use the resources and programs on our Green Strides pages, some of which you have already found, others which you can begin to leverage when you return.  Help other schools learn how to save money and ensure that their students are healthy and learning by the most hands-on engaging means possible.  Resources page and webinars available to all.  Encourage other schools to use them and to apply to your state agency for the award.  Encourage your postsecondary counterparts as well.

Congratulations. We are so thrilled to have you as our 2014 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools and District Sustainability Awardees.
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