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I stand in front of a spectacular group. Now that we are in our fourth cycle, we knew we were going to get some schools that did some pretty amazing work, some districts as well, and we had heard great things about what was already occurring in higher education, even before we added that third category.   Once again, you still managed to impress us this year.  Before we head off to our evening reception sponsored by our friends at the Center for Green Schools, I just want to spend a few minutes summarizing you – the 2015 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability Awardees, and Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees, as a group.  You are working as schools, districts, colleges, and universities to reduce your utility costs, and 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 58 schools have been honored today for their efforts to reduce environmental impact and utility costs, promote better health, and ensure effective environmental education; and fourteen districts with the District Sustainability Award.  Nine are being recognized with the first-ever Postsecondary Sustainability Award.  The list of selectees includes 52 public schools and six private schools. The public schools include two charter and three magnet schools.  Forty-seven percent of the 2015 honorees serve a disadvantaged student body, 23 percent serve rural students, and one-third of the postsecondary honorees are community colleges.  

We have also honored an individual again this year.  We’ll continue to honor those state officials who are advancing promising sustainable schools practices in your home states.
A bit more about you, the 2015 cohort, with some concrete examples from your nomination packages, each of which I have had the pleasure of reading in its entirety, every single year of this award.  And, let me tell you: you’ve taught us here at ED a thing or two about green schools.
You are ENERGY STARS and AASHE STARS – including the first STARS Platinum college campus in the world.  You’ve insulated and changed out light bulbs.  You employ daylight harvesting technology, cool roofs, and high-efficiency HVAC systems, chillers, windows, and doors.  You’ve installed rooftop solar arrays, solar thermal water heating, biomass boilers, wind turbines, geothermal, energy dashboards, and building automation.  You purchase your power from green energy sources where you cannot make it onsite.  You are LEED and CHPS school facilities, Sierra Club’s Coolest Schools, and rank among the Princeton Review’s greenest colleges.  You are signatories of the American College and University President’s Climate Commitment and you have been designated Climate Ready Campuses.  You house Offices of Sustainability, implement Climate Action Plans, and recognize members of your campus community with a President’s Sustainability Award.
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, and upcycle.  Your schools use cloud storage and electronic communications to save paper with online report cards and parent communications.  You have waste sorting and water bottle filling stations, dining hall pulpers, compostable lunch trays, and reusable flatware, to-go containers, and coffee mugs.  You divert thousands of pounds of food scraps from the trash.  You participate in Keep America Beautiful Recycle Bowl and RecycleMania, and the Green Cup Recycling Challenge, and green move-outs.  You celebrate Waste-Free Wednesdays, Trash-Free Tuesdays, and No Impact Week. 
You carry out your Stormwater Management Plans with bioswales, retention ponds, rain barrels, permeable pavement, and drought-resistant native plants in rain gardens.  You have installed low-flow fixtures, waterless urinals (which students are always keen to show me during the annual Green Strides Tour), movement sensors, and solar-powered rainwater harvesting systems, resulting in lower water bills and reduced impact on your communities.  You have devised landscape management plans and been designated Tree Campuses USA.  Your grounds include constructed wetlands and green roofs designed by students.    
You know that a healthy school building is a 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 and test to ensure that your facilities are safe from lead, mold, mercury, radon, and carbon monoxide.  You store and dispose of your chemicals properly, and your pest management plans are healthy and safe.  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.  You are National Safety Council accredited safe communities.
Your alternative transportation programs include Safe Routes to School, Bicycle Friendly Universities, and electrical vehicle charging stations.  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 and all over campus.  
To keep active outdoors, they participate in walking and running clubs, zumba, yoga, Girls on the Run, Fitnessgram, marathon training, Greek Olympics, Jump Rope for Heart, and Fuel Up to Play 60. 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 sugar.  You bake and 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 farmers’ markets so others can eat just as well as they do.  Even birthdays at your schools have been made healthier, with no-sugary-treat policies.  You experiment with vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free, and international meals, and participate in Farm to School, Grab and Go Breakfast, and Fruit and Vegetable programs, and the HealthierUS Schools Challenge.  Your students are cooking on their webtv shows and your universities are working toward Fair Trade campus certifications.
In your colleges, students prepare for careers with sustainability in mind: In Horticulture, they learn watershed management; in Automotive Technology they cover hybrid electric fundamentals; Agriculture programs include soil conservation; Construction learns sustainable design; Ethics discusses environmental ethics; Mechanics includes clean fuel technologies; and Parks and Natural Resources learns native species and soil and water conservation.  They sign up for sustainability majors and minors, sustainability abroad programs, and enroll in classes in schools of sustainability.  You also offer Green Leaf designated courses and Living Labs, as well as incentives for professors integrating sustainability into their syllabi.

Well before they enter your green colleges and universities, sustainability is infused in your K-12 classrooms:  Your students learn by doing.  They’re working hard in your outdoor classrooms that include monarch waystations, wildlife habitats, chicken coops, fruit orchards, and barns to engage with science, math, nutrition, and agriculture, but also social studies, literature, and art. 

Your students analyze energy, water, and trash data to use their buildings and grounds as a learning tool.  They’re learning about the interrelatedness of their school environments with their communities and the planet at large. They are using their school facilities as laboratories, developing civic and stewardship values along the way.  
They’re maintaining schoolyard and native plant habitats, practicing public speaking in amphitheaters, observing their birds in feeders, cultivating their greenhouse crops, and monitoring their weather stations. Your students are building and maintaining on-campus trails, forests, fruit groves, bridges, and paths.  They get dirty in order to get excited about learning and stay engaged in the subjects that will prepare them for the careers of the future.

Your students delight in their gardens.  These include sensory gardens, urban farmyards, raised bed gardens, pollinator gardens, and vegetable gardens, just to name a few.  They measure, plan, write, synthesize, react, collaborate, and problem-solve as they plant, tend, water, monitor, and harvest.

Among older students, in Electronics, Auto Shop, and Woodshop you cover renewable energy, green technology, and sustainable forestry.  Economics and math look at market and government efforts to reduce environmental externalities.  History does climate, urbanization, disease, population, and the impact of humans on the environment.  Latin discusses how the Romans confronted environmental issues. Spanish looks at environmentalism in Latin America.  U.S. History studies victory gardens.  
Your Agriculture curriculum includes animal science, soil and water science, horticulture, agricultural history, and careers in agriculture.  Chemistry learns environmental chemistry, greenhouse gases, and alternative energy sources.  Nutrition, Culinary, and Hospitality courses discuss food contamination, organic foods, and composting, and use student-grown organic produce.  Biology addresses the relationships between resource use and sustainable development.  Art students use recycled materials to create sculptures and paintings.  Of course, your high schools offer Environmental Science, Ecology, and AP Environmental Science as well.

Outdoor education is an integral part of your students’ formation, and includes mentoring programs that have older students teaching younger ones outdoors.  You offer Outward Bound and Sierra Club trips.  Your students learn Leave No Trace practices, attend Farm Camp, snow shoe, cross country ski, mountain bike, and trail run.  You’ve taken project based learning to new heights with Project Lead The Way, learning expeditions, Project GLOBE, Trout in the Classroom, citizen science projects,  Odyssey of the Mind, Science Olympiad, Envirothon, and  FOSS kits.
Your students are not only taking their lessons home to teach their families but also building partnerships with local, national, and international organizations.  They connect with the FFA, local museums, parks and recreation, farms, orchards, wildlife and nature centers, zoos, and aquariums.  You’ve formed partnerships with entities like Johnson Controls, Whole Foods, Waste Management, McKinstry, Xcel Energy, Solar City, Captain Planet, Cenergistic, Lexus, and Trane.  
We’re always thrilled to see your students learn to pay it forward. They’re using their design and build skills off campus, conducting native prairie restoration, invasive species removal, trail clean-up, wetlands maintenance work, and stream monitoring. 

You celebrate many special events:  School Nutrition Month, Farm to School Month, Healthy Schools Day, Arbor Day, and, of course, Earth Day, Earth Week, and National Environmental Education Week. You have Green Apple Day of Service, Conservation Day, Vegetarian Local Lunch Day, Alternative Ways to School Week, Coastal Clean-up Day, Energy Carnival, Environmental Service Day, and America Recycles Day.

Your teachers are constantly learning, and bringing their experiences back to their classrooms.  They participate in programs including Project WET, Project WILD, Roots and Shoots, and Project Learning Tree. They attend the Green Schools National Conference, the Center for Green Schools District Sustainability Conference, and the North American Association for Environmental Education Conference.  

You are Eco-Schools USA, Project Green Schools!, Cool 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 wholehearted, elbow-deep student engagement -- as individual schools, districts, colleges, and universities that would make schools across the country…. Well, GREEN with envy (you knew that was coming); collectively, though, you’re pretty 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 ….. homework!

Your charge is to enlist other schools, districts, colleges, and universities, encourage them to use the resources and programs you have already employed, many of them on our Green Strides page.  Some of these resources you have already found.  Others you can begin to leverage when you return after getting more ideas from your peers, checking out this year’s Highlights Report, in which each of you are featured.  
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.  Encourage other schools, districts, and postsecondary institutions to use these resources and to apply to your nominating authority.    
Once more, congratulations.  We are so thrilled to have you as our 2015 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability Awardees, and Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees.
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