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Now in our fifth cycle, we knew we were going to hear from some schools, districts, and postsecondary institutions that did some pretty amazing work.  Once more, you managed to impress us with your sustainability efforts.  Before we head off to our evening reception sponsored by Anisa’s organization, the Center for Green Schools at the U.S. Green Building Council, I want to spend a few minutes talking about you – the 2016 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability Awardees, and Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees as a group.  You are working as schools, districts, and postsecondary institutions to reduce your utility costs and improve health and performance in innovative ways.  

A total of 47 schools have been honored today for their efforts to reduce environmental impact and utility costs, promote better health, and ensure effective environmental education; and 15 districts with the District Sustainability Award.  Eleven are being recognized with the second annual Postsecondary Sustainability Award.  The list of selectees includes 41 public schools and six private schools.  The public schools include three charter schools and eight magnet schools.  Over fifty percent of the 2016 honorees serve a majority disadvantaged student body.  

We have also honored an individual again this year, my colleague and friend from New Jersey Bernie Piaia.  We’ll continue to honor state officials who are advancing sustainable schools practices in your states.

A bit more about you, the 2016 cohort, with some concrete examples from your nomination materials, each of which I have had the pleasure of reading in its entirety, each of the five years of this award.  And, let me tell you: You’ve taught us here at ED nearly everything we know about green schools!

You are ENERGY STARS and AASHE STARS.  You’ve insulated and changed out light bulbs.  You employ daylight harvesting, cool roofs, and high-efficiency HVAC systems, chillers, windows, and doors.  You’ve installed rooftop solar arrays, solar thermal water heating, wind turbines, windspires, geothermal, energy dashboards, and building automation.  You’ve implemented student-supported green funds, won voter support for energy efficient construction bonds, and offer district conservation programs that return utility cost savings to schools’ discretionary budgets.  You purchase your power from sustainable energy sources where you cannot generate it onsite.  You are LEED, Living Building, CHPS, and Green Globes 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.  You house Offices of Sustainability, implement Climate Action Plans, and recognize members of your campus community with environmental stewardship awards and green scholarships.

You reduce, reuse, recycle, and rethink.  In fact, you single-stream recycle, Terracycle, and upcycle in art class.  You use cloud storage, one-to-one devices, and electronic communications to save paper.  You’ve installed water bottle filling stations, gone trayless, and stock your residence halls with reusable dishes and flatware.  You divert thousands of pounds of food scraps and organic yard waste from the trash by instituting share tables, composting, and even feeding some of those scraps to science lab pets.  You participate in game day recycling programs, the Keep America Beautiful Recycle Bowl and RecycleMania, the Green Cup Recycling Challenge, and green move-outs.  You celebrate Waste-Free Wednesdays, Trash-Free Tuesdays, screen the film No Impact Man, and are nearing zero waste.

You carry out stormwater management plans with bioswales, rain barrels, permeable pavement, and rain gardens.  You have installed low-flow fixtures, composting toilets, movement sensors, and solar-powered rainwater harvesting systems, resulting in lower water bills and reduced runoff in your communities.  You have devised landscape management plans and been designated Tree Campuses USA.  You’ve ripped up asphalt to develop green schoolyards and replaced turf with mulch and drought-resistant native plants.  

You know that a healthy school building is a key to healthier, higher-performing students and staff.  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 science lab chemicals properly, and you use preventative, holistic pest management.  Your schools are no-smoking and no-idling zones, allowing your school communities to literally breathe easier.  

You look after the overall health of your students, with anti-bullying, dating violence education, character education, school climate, and peer counseling.  You have social workers, on-site health clinics, dental clinics, vision checks, and weekend food backpacks.  

Your alternative transportation efforts include Safe Routes, Bicycle Friendly Universities, Trail Towns USA, and electrical vehicle charging stations.  Your campuses have built bike trails, oversee sharing programs, and lend locks to college students in a pinch.  Not only have you replaced standard vehicles with energy-efficient ones and regular fuel with biodiesel, but your students are staying active and protecting air quality as they walk and bike to school and all over campus, guided by solar-powered pedestrian crossing signs.

To keep active outdoors, your students participate in walking and running clubs, yoga, marathon training, Jump Rope for Heart, and Fuel Up to Play 60.  Your faculty set the pace with walking clubs, weight-loss challenges, and exercise programs.  Students earn extra minutes of outdoors physical activity, participate in brain breaks, and practice daily mindfulness.

Your students eat locally, organically, and school garden grown.  You prepare scratch cooked lunches with whole grain ingredients, less sodium and sugar, baking instead of frying.  You celebrate birthdays with fresh fruit and sell healthy snacks in your school stores, farm stores, and vending machines.  Your students select unlimited fresh fruits and vegetables, frequent salad bars, and donate their produce to local food banks or sell it at markets.  You experiment with vegan, vegetarian, gluten-free, and international meals.  You participate in the Real Food and HealthierUS Schools Challenges, farm to school, and even offer a farm-to-table internship.  

At your colleges and universities, students prepare for careers with sustainability in mind.  You offer innovative degree and certificate programs in sustainability and environmental studies, emphasizing experiential learning.  Students tackle real-life problems involving environment and health.  You have sustainability focused research institutes centering on energy, climate, farming, coastal resilience, urban planning, and building design, and you offer grants to faculty incorporating sustainability into syllabi.

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

Students measure, graph, and evaluate waste, water, and energy consumption. They study foreign cultures alongside butterfly lifecycles, alternative energy, pollution, conservation, and wildlife.  They build and maintain on-campus trails, forests, bridges, and paths.  They construct schoolyard and native plant habitats, plant trees, observe their birds in feeders, cultivate their greenhouse crops, and monitor their weatherbug stations. 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, raised bed gardens, pollinator gardens, hydroponic gardens, and aquaponic gardens, to name a few.  They measure, plan, write, synthesize, collaborate, and problem-solve as they plant, tend, water, monitor, harvest, process, cook, and donate.  They welcome local farmers to learn about careers in agriculture, agricultural and food policy, and nutrition.

Older students may enroll in environmental science, as well as green home design, urban ecology, agriculture, natural resources, biosciences, and even a course called primitive living.  They take part in learning expeditions about bees, green building, local estuaries, oceans, and food justice.  

They research the ethics of environmental issues, conduct water quality tests, complete sustainability-specific senior capstones, create environmental children’s books, and plan and execute “trashion” shows.  They create conservation ad campaigns, study historical environmental debates, and learn about sustainability efforts in other countries.  They tinker in their maker studios; build solar cars, ovens, and even solar gingerbread houses; and develop civic and stewardship values along the way.  

Outdoor education is an integral part of your students’ formation.  You offer environmental camp, hiking camp, farm camp, and sustainability summer institutes.  Your students learn to snow shoe, fly fish, cross country ski, and hike.  They participate in outdoor experiential overnights and hands-on field studies at local, state, and national parks.  You’ve taken project-based learning to new heights with citizen science projects.  They raise terrapins, horseshoe crabs, and trout.  Your early learners engage in self-directed outdoor play, dressed to dig, build, sort, and collect, whatever the weather.  

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 farms, orchards, wildlife and nature centers, zoos, and aquariums.  You’ve formed partnerships with utilities, waste management companies, and water management districts, environmental education centers and associations, health and sustainability non-profits, and energy savings companies.  

We’re always thrilled to see your students learn to pay it forward.  They’re using their design and build skills off campus and internationally, building energy efficient homes, conducting native prairie restoration, invasive species removal, trail clean-up, and wetlands maintenance work.  They participate in hundreds of thousands of hours of community service at organizations that embrace sustainability.

You celebrate many special events:  School Nutrition Month, Farm to School Month, Healthy Schools Day, Arbor Day, National Estuaries Week, National Environmental Education Week, and, of course, Earth Day and Earth Week.  You have Green Apple Days of Service, Sustainable Food Day, Energy Night, Garden Night, Service Saturdays, E-STEM Festival, River Week, and Zero Waste Thanksgiving.

Students, parents, faculty, and staff have formed sustainability teams that go by a variety of names: Garden Club, Cooking Club, Curb Appeal Club, LEAF Club, Healthy Lifestyles Club, LIVEGREEN Club, Students Against the Violation of the Environment, Green Guardians, Restoration Club, and, one of my favorites to date, The Tree Musketeers.  You have environmental and green liaisons, school-specific and districtwide green teams and you’ve developed district-level green schools certification programs.

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

You are Eco-Schools USA, Project GreenSchools!, Cool Schools…and now, U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools.

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.  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!

In a year when we’ve heard more than usual about schools that are less healthy, safe, and sustainable learning places, your charge is even more timely.   I ask that you enlist other schools, districts, colleges, and universities, encourage them to use some of the resources and programs you have already employed that can be found on our Green Strides page.  Others you can begin to leverage when you return after getting more ideas from your peers, in this year’s Highlights Report, where 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.  

Once more, congratulations.  We are so thrilled to have you as our 2016 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability Awardees, and Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees.  

[image: image1.png]