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In September 2013 Inverness Associates 
conducted a comprehensive, national survey 
of environmental education and sustainability 
among private independent schools across the 
country. The National Association of Independent 
Schools (NAIS) and fourteen regional and state 
associations supported the research. With 678 
school heads in 46 states and the District of 
Columbia participating out of 1879 surveyed, 
the 36% response rate clearly indicates a 
strong interest in this issue. Overall, the survey 
response was broadly representative of the wider 
NAIS community in terms of several indicators: 
day/boarding, coed/single gender, grade level 
structure, religious affiliation, location and size. 
The survey sought an understanding of how 
schools’ environmental education programs 
develop environmental literacy among students-
-environmental knowledge, skills, attitudes and 
behaviors they need to become environmental 
stewards. The survey also examined the broader 
issue of how schools are becoming more 

environmentally sustainability in terms of efficient 
use of resources, healthy operations, and an 
ecological curriculum.  

The research originated in part from the 2005 
NAIS study “Forecasting Independent Education to 
2025,” which identified “five keys to sustainability 
in the 21st century,” among them becoming “more 
green and less wasteful.” The survey findings 
themselves were augmented by in-depth profiles 
of over 100 schools across the country included 
in Greening America’s Schools and Greening 2.0 
(NAIS 2012, 2013), which tell the stories of the 
many paths taken by schools on their journey 
to sustainability. The survey results provide a 
detailed portrait of the successes and challenges 
experienced by independent schools incorporating 
environmental education and sustainability 
practices. And the results make plain the leading 
role many independent schools are playing in 
greening our country’s schools.
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Introduction

Sidwell Friends School
In 2006 Head of School Bruce 
Stewart and the Board of Trustees 
at Sidwell Friends School in 
Washington D.C. opened a new 
Middle School, the nation’s first 
LEED Platinum school building 
that incorporates many sustainable 
features; the school has constructed 
three additional LEED certified 
buildings as they follow the Quaker 
value to live in “right relationship” 
with nature. 
photo © Albert Vecerka/Vesto



Central Conclusions
The national survey demonstrates that there is remarkably 
widespread engagement with environmental education (EE) and, 
more broadly, environmental sustainability in our schools. In all 
areas of operation—overall organization, efficient use of resources, 
healthy operations, environmental curriculum, food and nutrition, 
and student leadership—the survey shows that many independent 
schools are making environmental sustainability a priority. Yet, the 
survey also reveals that independent schools need to adopt a more 
systematic and systemic approach to environmental education and 
sustainability.

Interest in EE and sustainability is very high, especially among 
administrators, faculty and students, who are motivated by their 
concern for the environment. Many schools are organizing around 
an environmental mission, policy, strategic plan and a green team. 
Some schools have sustainability coordinators but most efforts are 
headed by volunteers. Financial support for EE and sustainability 
is modest with half the schools spending less than $5,000 per 
year on non-construction activities. A great majority of schools 
are working to lower their environmental impact through waste 
reduction, recycling, composting, and energy efficiency. A large 
number of schools have gardens and are offering nutritious food. 
A quarter of schools are incorporating green building practices 
in new construction and renovation. The integration of EE in the 
curriculum is beginning.  

The following comments 
from school heads illustrate 
the benefits and success 
factors among schools  
going green.
 “Our faculty, staff and students have 
pride in being environmental stewards 
and leaders in our community.”

“Our students graduate with an 
environmental ethic.”

“Our goal is to help children develop 
healthy habits, awareness and concern 
for the health of the planet.”

“Reducing our environmental footprint 
has provided a rallying point that has 
been good for campus morale.”

“The community is aware of our 
practice and thus it has become part of 
our mission, values and consequently 
our culture.

“Our school philosophy and mission 
includes ‘compassion,’ and we 
approach environmental sustainability 
as a means of showing compassion for 
our planet.”

“Our headmaster and members of our 
board saw how much sustainability as 
a mindset and lens can help integrate 
the school in a coherent fashion; by 
hiring a Director of Sustainability, 
we have been able to bring all of the 
different parts together coherently.”

“Having a committed ‘champion’ 
for the overall cause has been the 
single biggest reason for the School’s 
enormous success in the last two 
years.”

“The physical environment 
has benefited greatly from our 
sustainability policies; not only have 
we reduced expenses and our waste 
stream, but our indoor air quality is 
much improved, and as a result, both 
humans and the environment are 
healthier.”

“Benefits for our school include 
significant cost savings and meaningful 
work for students as agents and 
leaders of positive change within 
school and global contexts.”
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Putney School The Board of Trustees and CFO Randy 
Smith (left) at the Putney School, a progressive 
boarding school in Vermont, made the bold decision 
in October 2008 to build a LEED Platinum Field 
House, the nation’s first Zero Net Energy secondary 
school building, which will pay for its $4.5 million 
dollar cost through energy savings over the life cycle 
of the building.



In addition to illuminating best practices and successes in 
schools going green, the survey also points to key needs 
and challenges that must be addressed to make further 
progress. To address the challenges of incorporating EE and 
sustainability, heads would like more money, time, and staff. 
They want better organization and designated leadership. A 
greater commitment from the board of trustees, an overall 
sustainability plan for their schools, and outside consulting 
support are key elements needed for improvement. Heads 
would like more buy-in, enhanced staff training, and more 
integration of environmental education into curriculum.

The following comments 
from school heads describe 
some of the challenges faced 
by schools going green.
“The challenge is competing priorities 
for our time and resources.”

“The lack of formal Board policy has 
meant that every decision to ‘go green’ 
or not has to be another discussion, 
rather than a decided policy.”

“Without a Sustainability Coordinator, 
it’s hard to have clear communication 
and more broad levels of commitment 
across the faculty and staff.”

“The School has been focused on 
survival through the recession.”

“Our small school has many competing 
priorities with a very lean staffing 
structure and scant financial 
resources.”

“Our most important challenges 
have been financial in the past 5 
years so other important but less 
urgent priorities like environmental 
sustainability suffer under that 
pressure.”

“Keeping everyone on task and trained 
has been difficult.” 

“The biggest challenge has been to 
change behavior; we are creatures of 
habit and comfort and change has been 
uncomfortable.”
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Marin Country Day School 
Head of School Lucinda Lee Katz 
and Board Chair Adam Willner 
(top) led the K-8 Marin Country Day 
School in California by shaping a 
Strategic Plan to make the school 
“ecologically sustainable,” with 
several LEED certified buildings, an 
ecological curriculum and a healthy 
food program directed by Jason 
Hull (right) with local, sustainable 
offerings.



Detailed Findings
The green schools survey sought answers to several essential 
questions: What is the state of environmental education (EE) and 
sustainability in independent schools? Why do schools adopt EE 
and sustainability programs? What challenges do they face in that 
process? What needs do schools have to strengthen their EE and 
sustainability programs? This section reports key findings from 
the survey and our interpretation of the results based on school 
interviews and site visits. (Charts of the results can be found in the 
appendix at the end of the report.)

Reducing the School’s 
Environmental Footprint 	
From the survey, reducing 
environmental impact is clearly a 
top priority in a large number of 
schools. Based on interviews and 
school visits, however, it is apparent 
that schools still need to adopt a 
more systematic effort to measure, 
monitor and report to the community 
on resource use. Many schools need 
to incorporate basic green policies in 
their operations. Schools anticipating 
building or renovation projects need 
to better understand long-term 
facilities operating costs through 
“life-cycle analysis.” To achieve 
maximum efficiency, schools need to 
incorporate green building standards 
and renewable energy options. 

Waste reduction, recycling and/or 
composting programs are widespread 
(93%), although many report the need to 
measure and track progress toward a 
goal of zero waste.

Numerous schools are pursuing energy 
efficiency initiatives (86%), and some 
schools have benchmarked energy use 
and documented their financial savings.

About half the schools are reducing 
hazardous chemicals (56%) and adopting 
sustainable landscaping and water use 
(45%).

Green building practices are becoming 
more common, including renewable 
energy, LEED-certified construction and 
renovation (31%, 26%, 21%). 

Only one-fifth of schools have a green 
purchasing policy (22%). 

School Organization
Schools that have experienced the 
most success going green share 
key characteristics. Typically, they 
have an environmental sustainability 
mission statement, an organized 
group responsible for developing 
and monitoring goals and objectives, 
designated leadership, and financial 
support from the board. 
	
Interest in environmental sustainability 
is very high among administrators, 
students, and faculty (extremely/very 
interested, 71%, 66%, and 62%); in 
contrast, interest is lower among staff, 
parents, board (47%, 43%, 39%).

Concern for the environment motivates 
sustainability efforts (80%); the desire 
to save money is also a factor but not as 
salient as others (35%). 

Green school efforts are led by engaged 
faculty and students (76%), and in some 
schools by the head and board (55%).

About a quarter of schools have a 
sustainability coordinator (27%) who 
works with a small group of 2-5 volunteer 
staff and parents.

Some schools now incorporate 
environmental education and 
sustainability in their mission and 
priorities (to a very great/great extent, 
42%).  

Most schools provide only modest 
financial support (less than $5000) for 
green initiatives (49%).

Some schools have been recognized for 
their sustainability efforts (28%). 

St. Mark’s School 
St. Mark’s School in Dallas, Texas 
declared its intention to inte-
grate “environmental awareness, 
understanding and stewardship 
into its academic mission, campus 
improvements, and operations,” 
which led to construction of the 
LEED certified Centennial Hall and 
the Hoffman Center, reducing costs 
for electricity by 10% and natural 
gas by 30%.
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Lawrenceville School
The legacy of Lawrenceville School 
alumnus Aldo Leopold and land-
scape architect Frederick Law 
Olmsted inspired Head of School 
Liz Duffy and members of the Cam-
pus Green Initiative to craft a vision 
of a grid neutral school; in 2012 
the school installed a 6.1 Mega-
watt, 30 acre solar array in central 
New Jersey that saves $400,000 
annually.
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Food and Nutrition Programs	
The school garden movement has clearly 
engaged independent schools.  To maxi-
mize the impact, all schools need to provide 
garden teachers and integrate the garden 
in the curriculum.  Properly positioned, the 
school’s food program can help promote 
good nutrition, an understanding of where 
our food comes from, and a hands-on 
experience with the environment for stu-
dents.	
	
Many schools have a garden (84%), link the 
garden to the curriculum (59%), serve garden 
produce in the cafeteria (53%), and serve local 
and/or organic food (44%). 

Almost half the schools have a wellness 
policy (47%).

	

Environmental Education (EE)  
in the Curriculum
From the survey and from school visits 
and interviews, it appears that while 
environmental activities seem to be 
relatively widespread, EE has yet to move 
in to the curricular mainstream.  As one 
school head observed, “The primary 
challenge has been working environmental 
education into all aspects of the curriculum, 
along with global education, diversity, and 
character education and all the other areas 
that are so important for our youth.”  The 
most successful schools have defined 
environmental literacy, used it to evaluate 
and revise the curriculum, and provided 
support and professional development for  
the faculty to integrate environmental  
education in the academic program.
	
In most schools EE takes place outside the classroom, in outdoor education (79%), 
service learning projects (73%), using the campus as a hands-on learning laboratory 
(70%), or civic engagement projects with environmental themes (65%). 

Many schools indicate EE is taught in a student environmental club (58%).

Schools are trying to integrate environmental and sustainability concepts in STEM 
classes (72%) and across the curriculum (51%). 

EE is integrated in the curriculum most successfully in Lower School, less so in Middle 
School and Upper School (45%, 35%, 28%).

Almost all school-based EE curriculum development is initiated by teachers (92%), only a 
few schools have professional development in EE (Very great/great extent 15%).

Very few schools have a written definition of environmental literacy (7%), an 
environmental literacy requirement (5%), or a means of assessing environmental 
literacy (9%). 

Collegiate School
At the K-12 Collegiate 
School in Richmond, 
Virginia, teachers 
adopted a “bottom up” 
approach to greening 
the school including a 
Lower School teaching 
garden—a wildlife habitat 
filled with native plants, 
vegetables, an official 
monarch way station, and 
a bluebird nesting site—
where students practice 
composting to learn 
about the web of life.

Hawaii Preparatory Academy
The LEED Platinum Energy 
Lab at Hawaii Preparatory 
Academy is one of the 
country’s first Zero Net 
Energy high school buildings, 
generating more energy 
than it consumes; Energy 
Lab Director Bill Wiecking 
designed a curriculum for 
students to study energy use 
in the building, on campus and 
the surrounding community 
and to design solutions to 
drive efficiency.



Informal Environmental  
Education and the Connection 
to Schools
School heads clearly understand 
that providing opportunities for 
their students to experience nature 
is vital to their development as 
environmental stewards.  Strong 
schools offer a variety of field trips 
and outdoor education programs and 
the resources to support them.  Based 
on the survey and interviews, there 
needs to be a stronger connection 
between informal environmental 
organizations and schools to benefit 
students and to provide faculty 
opportunities for professional growth 
and environmental curriculum 
development.
				  

A large number of heads believe informal 
environmental education is extremely 
or very important in helping students 
achieve environmental literacy (65%). 

Virtually all schools report using a 
variety of field trip experiences—outdoor 
programs, science museums, zoos, 
aquariums, parks and farms—to promote 
EE.

As one head observed, “Our outdoor 
education program and annual school 
retreats have as much, if not more, 
impact on our students than our formal 
classes in environmental science.”  

Another observed, “Our kids are outside 
a lot, and the environment is part of the 
fabric of their daily lives.”
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Challenges and Needs	
As the survey findings and comments 
from school heads reported above 
indicate, the effort to green schools 
faces challenges from competing 
priorities, lack of resources, a need 
for strong leadership and a sense of 
urgency.  
			 
Schedule/time constraints and lack 
of funding top the list of challenges to 
enhancing environmental education and 
sustainability programs (70%, 64%). 

Personnel issues—inadequate staffing 
(45%), insufficient buy-in (37%), and lack 
of training (34%)—hamper efforts to 
advance EE and sustainability. 

Overlake School
The mission of the 
Overlake School, a 6-12 
day school near Seattle, 
Washington is to “teach 
responsibility through en-
vironmental stewardship” 
with efficient facilities, 
healthy operations, and an 
environmental curriculum 
that includes an outdoor 
education requirement 
and educational program 
that teaches sustainability 
through the ethic of “leave 
no trace.” 

Latin School
In 2009 the Board of Trust-
ees at the Latin School 
on Chicago’s North Side 
adopted an Environmental 
Sustainability policy to re-
duce its carbon footprint, 
resulting in a new LEED 
Gold Middle School with a 
green roof, solar panels, 
wind turbine, and Environ-
mental Monitoring System 
to track energy use and 
promote awareness about 
sustainability.
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Recommendations			 
		
These recommendations for how to develop 
green, sustainable school initiatives are focused 
on the contributions that can be made by 
individual schools and by NAIS and its affiliated 
associations. Based on the survey, interviews 
and school site visits, here are 10 areas where all 
independent schools can take steps to become 
more environmentally sustainable:

1. ORGANIZATION—make EE and sustainability a high 
priority, establish a Green Council, craft a green mission, 
goals, a plan, and report progress on a regular basis.

2. LEADERSHIP—appoint a compensated Sustainability 
Coordinator with responsibilities to develop and direct the 
school’s overall sustainability plan.

3. RESOURCE EFFICIENCY—benchmark use of electricity, 
oil/natural gas, water, and waste disposal and make 
systematic plans to reduce usage and document savings.

4. FACILITIES—utilize best practices when renovating or 
constructing buildings that conform to green standards.

5. HEALTHY OPERATIONS—adopt policies for green 
purchasing, hazardous waste and pest management, and 
school wellness.

6. NUTRITIOUS FOOD—evaluate and improve the school’s 
food program to focus on good nutrition and health and 
local, seasonal offerings.

7. CURRICULUM—adopt a definition of environmental 
literacy, use it to audit the curriculum, and evaluate ways 
to incorporate EE across the academic program.

8. EXTRA-CURRICULAR PROGRAM—enhance 
opportunities for students to learn about the environment 
outside the classroom and in nature, and incorporate 
informal EE into the overall school culture.

9. STUDENTS—include students in meaningful leadership 
roles in making the school more environmentally 
sustainable.

10. PARTNERSHIPS—connect with the wider 
environmental education and sustainability community, 
provide enhanced professional development, and help 
create a robust network of green independent schools.

Looking Forward			 
		
The results of the green independent schools survey are 
encouraging, but we need a greater sense of urgency 
to address the enormous challenges we face. There is 
evidence that many of our schools are embracing green 
practices; indeed 13% of the schools recognized since 
2011 in the U.S. Department of Education’s Green Ribbon 
Schools Program were NAIS schools. But, there needs 
to be a more focused and consistent effort in all schools. 
In some cases our schools’ environmental education and 
sustainability initiatives risk falling into the category of 
“green washing” and are not leading to systemic change. 
Too often the challenges of the moment—enrollment, 
financial stability, tuition pricing, capital campaigns, 
crisis management, college admissions—crowd out 
sustainability efforts. Making environmental sustainability 
a top priority in our schools requires taking the long 
view, one focused not on the typical five-year strategic 
planning cycle but rather where we need to be as a school 
community, and as a nation, in 2050. Daily the evidence 
mounts that we face a global environmental crisis, and the 
scientific community provides us with increasingly stark 
forecasts of the dramatic environmental changes now 
underway. 

We have the means and the imagination to address these 
challenges and to help ensure that our students will grow 
into a world of promise and opportunity where the quality 
of their lives will be at least as good as that we enjoy 
today. For our nation’s independent schools, which serve 
some of the most fortunate citizens in the country, and 
on the planet, this is, at its heart, a moral obligation. By 
becoming more green, and environmentally sustainable, 
our independent schools will be doing their part to help 
raise the next generation of environmental stewards.

Palmer Trinity School
Located ten miles south of Miami, Florida in a 
beautiful ecosystem bordered by the Everglades, 
mangrove preserves and Biscayne Bay, 
Palmer Trinity School develops its students’ 
“sense of place” through the Ecology Club, A.P 
Environmental Science, outdoor education, a 
coral reef research lab, and a butterfly garden.



GREEN MISSION AND PRIORITIES
Please rate to what extent environmental education and sustainability  

is reflected in your school’s mission and priorities.

VERY GREAT 
EXTENT

GREAT 
EXTENT

MODERATE 
EXTENT

NOT AT ALLSMALL 
EXTENT

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

GREEN ORGANIZATION
Which of the following initiatives does your school have in place?

0% 20% 60%40%

STRATEGIC PLAN THAT  
INCLUDES SUSTAINABILITY

GREEN COUNCIL OR 
GREEN TEAM

SET OF POLICIES TO PROMOTE  
ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND SUSTAINABILITY

SUSTAINABILITY 
COORDINATOR

SCHOOL MISSION STATEMENT THAT  
INCLUDES SUSTAINABILITY

SEPARATE ENVIRONMENTAL
SUSTAINABILITY PLAN

PARENT COMMITTEE 
ON SUSTAINABILITY

BOARD COMMITTEE 
ON SUSTAINABILITY

SEPARATE ENVIRONMENTAL
SUSTAINABILITY MISSION STATEMENT

56%

54%

48%

27%

20%

17%

17%

10%

7%
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SUPPORT FACTORS
Which factors have contributed the most to supporting and promoting 

environmental education and sustainability efforts at your school?

500

400

300

200

100

0
CONCERN 

ABOUT THE  
ENVIRONMENT

ENGAGED 
FACULTY AND 

STUDENTS

COMMITMENT 
BY THE HEAD 
AND BOARD

DESIRE TO 
SAVE MONEY

FINANCIAL 
SUPPORT

80%

76%

55%

35%

23%

GREEN RESOURCES
Which of the following has your school initiated?

0% 20% 60%40%

INSTITUTED A WASTE REDUCTION, RECYCLING 
AND/OR COMPOSTING PROGRAM

INSTALLED ENERGY SAVINGS SYSTEMS, 
INCLUDING LIGHTS, CONTROLS, HVAC, ETC.

INSTITUTED PRACTICES TO REDUCE 
THE USE OF HAZARDOUS CHEMICALS

INSTITUTED A SUSTAINABLE APPROACH TO 
TO LANDSCAPING AND WATER USE

INSTALLED RENEWABLE ENERGY 
(SOLAR, WIND, GEOTHERMAL)

INSTITUTED A GREEN PURCHASING POLICY

RENOVATED ONE OR MORE BUILDINGS USING 
LEED, CHPS, OR SIMILAR CRITERIA

OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY)

CONSTRUCTED ONE OR MORE BUILDINGS 
USING LEED, CHPS, OR SIMILAR CRITERIA

93%

86%

56%

46%

31%

26%

22%

21%

14%

80% 100%
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FOOD AND GARDEN
If your school has taken any of the following steps, please check all that apply.

0% 20% 60%40%

INSTALLED A SCHOOL GARDEN 83%

INSTITUTED A GARDEN PROGRAM 
IN THE CURRICULUM 59%

USED FOOD FROM THE GARDEN IN THE 
SCHOOL CAFETERIA OR COOKING PROGRAM 53%

DEVELOPED A WELLNESS POLICY 47%

REQUIRED THAT THE FOOD SERVICE OFFER 
LOCAL AND/OR ORGANIC FOOD CHOICES 44%

BEGUN ANOTHER FOOD AND NUTRITION 
PROGRAM (PLEASE DESCRIBE) 24%

STARTED A FARM TO SCHOOL PROGRAM 13%

80% 100%

ECOLOGICAL CURRICULUM
Which practices does your school employ to incorporate 

environmental and sustainability education in the curriculum?

0% 20% 60%40%

A WRITTEN DEFINITION OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY

AN ENVIRONMENTAL OR SUSTAINABILITY 
LITERACY REQUIREMENT

INTEGRATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL AND SUSTAINABILITY 
CONCEPTS ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

INTEGRATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPTS IN ONE SUBJECT

AN ENVIRONMENTAL OR SUSTAINABILITY 
ELECTIVE CLASS IS OFFERED

ASSESSMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL AND  
SUSTAINABILITY LEARNING ACHIEVEMENT

AN AP ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE COURSE 
(FOR HIGH SCHOOLS)

OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY)

AN ENVIRONMENTAL OR SUSTAINABILITY 
STUDENT CLUB

7%

5%

52%

40%

36%

58%

9%

23%

13%
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LEFT

Head-Royce School
At the Head-Royce School in 
Oakland, California, the effort 
to create an environmentally 
sustainable school was led by the 
Green Council, focused on efficient 
resources, healthy operations and 
food, and an ecological curriculum; 
chaired by Head of School Paul 
Chapman, members included the 
School’s CFO, Facilities Director, 
and students and faculty from each 
of the three divisions.
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Olney Friends School
A small Quaker boarding school 
located on 350 acres in Eastern 
Ohio, Olney Friends School 
operates a working farm with 
gardens, pastures and livestock 
that inspire students to “lifelong 
learning rooted in care for the 
Earth, and service to local and 
global communities.”
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