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Want to make your child’s school a planet-friendlier place? 
You can! Students, teachers, and administrators all over the 
country are already making changes, and you can be next. 
Read their inspiring stories (from kids teaching kids about the 
environment to an entire school that has gone green), and 
then discover the easy steps you and your child can take to 
get started in your community. by Marygrace Taylor
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success stories
Green kids, classrooms, and schools

kids teaching kids 
Student Alexa Boghosian and  
The GreenTeens  
As a summer volunteer at the California Science Center mu-
seum in Los Angeles in 2009, high school freshman Alexa 
Boghosian’s job was to engage children and other visitors 
in conversation as they passed through a climate change 
exhibit. She discovered that most of the kids she talked 
to lacked some pretty basic knowledge about being 
green. “I asked them questions like why recycling is 
good, why littering is bad, and what climate change is, 
and most of them had no idea,” Boghosian says. “That’s 
when I realized there was a need in our community to 
teach kids about the environment.”

That school year, with the help of 10 classmates and a 
teacher advisor, Alexa founded The GreenTeens (thegreen 
teens.org) to provide environmental education to elementary 
students in Los Angeles schools. Alexa and her team created a 
four-day, four-hour curriculum that they use to teach students about 
planet-friendly living; it includes activities like nature walks, lessons 
on indigenous plants, and decorating reusable canvas bags. Kids are 
also encouraged to participate in the Alliance for Climate Educa-
tion’s Do One Thing campaign—set doable, daily eco goals to help 
the environment. They’ve pledged to take shorter showers, recycle, 
and unplug energy “monsters” (appliances that use energy even 
when they’re off ), and Boghosian believes these changes will stick. 
“On the first day of the program, one kid told us he thought saving 
the environment was dumb, but after spending a day with us he 
came to realize that protecting the planet was important,” says Bog-
hosian, now 16. “I think a lot of the kids like the program because 

it’s not so much of a lesson when it’s kids teaching kids. Individual 
attention from teenagers is something younger kids like, and they 
have a sense of uniting with us.”

greening the classroom
Teacher Sara Bauer’s kindergarten class   
New Jersey kindergarten enrichment teacher Sara Bauer was no 
stranger to eco-friendly classroom activities (for instance, her 
students regularly used recycled materials for crafts). But last spring, 
her efforts went to a new level. Motivated by the EarthCare Chal-
lenge (a contest for green communities held by Hickory Springs, a 
manufacturer of eco-friendly furniture components), she created a 
month-long curriculum based on reusing, reducing, and recycling 
that would foster environmental awareness in her students.

The class began taking frequent nature walks and looking for cre-
ative ways to repurpose materials. They also learned how to employ 
simple energy-saving tactics, like when Bauer encouraged them to 
decide what kind of snack or drink they wanted before opening the 
refrigerator so it didn’t stay open as long. The kindergarteners’ favor-
ite activity, though, was the recycling relay race. After Bauer showed 

students how different recycling items 
should be separated, she split them 

into teams to see who could sepa-
rate their own pile of recyclables 

the fastest. “I wanted them to 
learn about recycling, and I 
knew turning it into a race 
would make the concept 
interesting and relatable for 
them,” says Bauer.

After winning first place 
in the EarthCare Challenge 

(the school where Bauer 
works, Sara’s Pre-School, 

received $1,000, which will go 
toward an organic garden and help 

fund future environmental learning 
initiatives), Bauer’s class continued spreading 

their green message throughout the school by making eco hand-
books for students in other classes.

planet-friendly school  
The Londonderry School   
A green school building is great for the environment—but a 
school that uses their state-of-the-art construction to teach and 
inspire is also great for kids. The LEED-certified (LEED, or 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, is the U.S. 
Green Building Council’s green building certification system) 

The average LEED-certified green school uses a whopping 33 percent less energy and 32 
percent less water than conventionally built schools, which is great. But what about older, 
existing schools whose districts simply don’t have the money to build new facilities or even 
retrofit current ones? “There are a million ways to start small,” says Rachel Gutter, director of 
the U.S. Green Building Council’s Center for Green Schools. “The Department of Energy es-
timates most buildings can reduce energy use by up to 25 percent just by changing the way 
occupants interact with the buildings. These savings in utility costs can then be reinvested 
for bigger green changes,” she says. Five easy-to-implement ideas to help your child’s 
school use fewer resources (and maybe save some money in the process):
l Save paper Teachers can use both sides when making copies of worksheets or fliers, 
and kids should make sure every page in their notebook is written on before getting a new 
one. Plus, instead of always reaching for a new sheet of construction paper, teachers can 
encourage kids to finish up the scraps from old sheets first. 
l Adjust the thermostat Keeping the temperature a few degrees cooler in the winter and 
a few degrees warmer in the spring can result in significant savings on gas or electric bills—
and doesn’t require any new equipment. 
l Use power strips Even when turned off, electronic equipment that’s still plugged in 
uses a small amount of energy (and when several items are left plugged in in every school 
classroom, that small amount isn’t so small anymore). Using a power strip allows teachers 
and students to unplug everything from the source at once, nixing energy waste. 
l Add plants They’re an inexpensive way to improve indoor air quality and reduce carbon 
emissions, since plants suck up excess CO2 in the atmosphere (some, like spider plants 
and aloe vera, also help clean air of toxic chemicals such as carbon monoxide and formal-
dehyde). Plus, they instantly brighten up a classroom without the need for paper posters or 
other decorations.   
l Turn off the water Faculty members can place signs near bathroom and classroom 
sinks reminding students to conserve water while washing their hands: All they have to do 
is turn off faucets while sudsing up. Another easy water saver: Use rainwater collected by 
buckets to water plants. 

Grown-ups aren’t the only ones who can 

get a green thing going, says Tom Feegel, 

author of Green My School, a book (out in 

October) that helps students encourage 

their teachers and parents to make planet-

friendly changes that will also save schools 

money. “Kids care about these issues and 

are educated about the state of the envi-

ronment and the economy, and they feel 

they have something to contribute,” Feegel 

says. “There’s no question that all day long 

students are saying, ‘This is my school, 

and I can change the way we do things.’ ” 

His three-step plan for kids:

 1 Look around It’s easy to identify 

just by observing whether a school is 

using sources of renewable energy or 

more energy than necessary, says Feegel. 

Are lights or computers left on when 

they aren’t in use? Are pencil sharpeners 

plugged in when no one needs them?

 2 Find out how things currently 

work Your child doesn’t need to 

go to the superintendent and ask 

for a copy of the electric bill (which would 

probably be a little intimidating anyway!). 

But she can talk to people whose job it is 

to monitor how much energy, water, fuel, 

and food her school uses. “It’s okay for kids 

to ask questions about resource manage-

ment, and they should,” Feegel says. For 

instance, she can ask a custodian whether 

all of the building’s lights get turned off at 

night, or find out from a cafeteria worker 

whether the school kitchen has low-flow 

sink faucets. 

 3 Find a solution and share it Say 

your child notices that computers 

in the media center are left on after 

school. She can do some division to point 

out to her teacher that keeping computers 

on for eight hours a day uses one-third the 

energy of keeping them on 24 hours a day. 

Or, she can gather up a few other kids (and 

some courage) and ask her teacher to help 

her set up a meeting with the principal to 

share what she’s found. “Schools already 

need more money for supplies, field trips, 

and uniforms. Here, kids are identifying 

an economic incentive that also helps the 

environment,” says Feegel.

SmALL AcTionS = BiG chAnGeS 

what kids can do 

Londonderry School in Harrisburg, 
Pennsylvania, houses preschoolers 
through eighth graders, and they all 
learn lessons from the building itself, 

just by doing everyday things.
How? For one, instead of air con-

ditioning, students use a hand crank to 
open high windows that allow for natural 

ventilation by letting hot air escape. Students 
can also see the heating system underfoot, thanks to 

a see-through floor, as well as the plumbing and electric-
ity systems exposed in the ceilings. “We made the building design very simple, so most 
aspects of it are easy for everyone to understand how things work and how to utilize en-
ergy effectively,” says Jane Allis, the Londonderry School’s early childhood administrator. 

Plus, the school has an eco curriculum designed to match the green qualities of 
the building itself. “It’s actually divided up into areas used by LEED certification. We 
teach lessons on indoor air quality, preserving outdoor space, and minimizing fuel 
usage, but on a level that’s understandable for kids,” says Allis. Plus, students in grades 
six through eight can actually become certified to give tours (for parents and other 
visitors) that highlight all of the school’s LEED features. 
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U.S. students miss a cumulative 14 million school days each year because of 
asthma alone, and daily attendance rates are one factor the federal government 
uses to determine funding for public schools. Improving indoor air quality by limit-
ing exposure to the carbon monoxide, dust, pollen, and the toxins in conventional 
cleaning chemicals could prevent asthma in over 65 percent of school kids, result-
ing in fewer missed school days and more funding for schools, according to the 
U.S. Green Building Council’s Center for Green Schools. One simple way to start 
limiting your child’s exposure: Donate green, non-toxic cleaning supplies to your 
child’s classroom, and encourage other parents to do the same, Gutter says. When 
teachers have to clean up messes, they’ll avoid putting irritating chemicals from 
conventional cleaners into the air.  

cLeAn Air mATTerS  

“Parents are some of the most important 

advocates for greening schools, because 

schools have to listen to them!” says Gutter 

of the Center for Green Schools. Here’s 

how you can get the eco conversation 

started at your child’s school:

 1 Choose a cause Whether your 

focus is cleaner indoor air or water 

conservation, having an understand-

ing of the green issues that are important 

to you will help you implement change 

more effectively. But it doesn’t have to be 

complicated, says Allis of the Londonderry 

School. It’s about taking a moment to think 

about one area you think can be changed 

for the better, she says.

 2 Join forces “This is the age of 

partnerships, when schools are 

struggling just to get by [financially],” 

says Gutter, who recommends connecting 

with other parents through the PTA, as well 

as other community members and even 

small businesses to bring about change. 

“When all of these forces join up with a 

local school, they can get amazing things 

done,” she says.   

 3 Make a proposal “Don’t just make 

a request—come up with ideas 

for a plan that’s easy for teachers 

to implement,” says Allis. Instead of just 

suggesting the school starts a recycling 

program, for instance, teachers can have 

students collect paper once a week and 

bring it to a designated recycling spot. 

“That way, schools are burdened less while 

students have the opportunity to learn 

something,” says Allis. If you want to see 

your child’s school reduce its CO2 output, 

propose a program—like enforcing a no-

idling policy for school buses and parents 

waiting to pick up kids at the end of the 

day—to the school board.

 4 Invest in the future If you’re able 

to get a program in place that saves 

money as well as resources (like by 

getting teachers to turn off lights and com-

puters), show school officials the utility bill 

and work to negotiate for a percentage of 

the savings to go to other green projects, 

Gutter says.

what parents can do 

surprising benefits of green schools  
You know they slash carbon emissions and are healthier spaces for 
kids—but the benefits don’t end there. Two more great things about 
eco-friendly schools:
enhanced sense of pride Schools with fresh air, adequate daylight, 
and a view of the outdoors simply make for a more pleasant place 
to learn and teach. “creating an environment where people feel val-
ued and enjoy spending time directly impacts teacher retention and 
incidence of vandalism on campus,” says Gutter. 
Bigger school budget reduced energy use results in serious sav-
ings for schools. in fact, schools that have energy-efficient designs 
and employ energy-saving tactics can save up to $100,000 in op-
erating costs each year, says Gutter. That’s enough to hire at least 
one new teacher, purchase 200 new computers, or buy 5,000 new 
textbooks! P
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