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SCHOOLS & SUSTAINABILITY

Promoting Next-Generation 
Sustainability
Educating students about sustainability requires commitment 
and funding.

By Richard Weeks, RSBA

Students have studied the wonders of our 
planet for generations. Today, they are learning 
how to sustain our planet for the generations 
who follow.

Although sustainability can be taught across K–12 
curriculum, in many districts, it is the science teachers 
who take the lead—even on such controversial top-
ics as climate change. A 2019 poll by National Public 
Radio/Ipsos asked, “Should climate change be taught 
in schools?” A resounding 82% of parents responded 
“Yes.” Yet in the same poll, only 42% of responding 

teachers said they are finding ways to address climate 
change in the classroom; 17% said they have neither 
the knowledge nor the educational materials required to 
teach the subject.

Evolving Standards
Today’s dynamic science classrooms capable of promot-
ing sustainability are a far cry from the past scenario of 
teachers lecturing students about science topics. Today’s 
students do science as teachers encourage collaboration 
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and build iterative culture through project-based teach-
ing and learning.

The traditional public schools’ science curriculum has 
been enhanced by the introduction of the Next Genera-
tion Science Standards (www.nextgenscience.org). This 
is a states-sponsored program that presents the disci-
plinary core ideas, science and engineering practices, 
and cross-cutting concepts that college-bound students 
must master. Written by teachers and scientists in 2013 
with endorsement from the National Science Teaching 
Association, the program has been adopted in 20 states 
and the District of Columbia. In addition, 24 states have 
developed their own standards based on the K–12 cur-
riculum frameworks.

Over the years, science 
labs may have been 
rebuilt two or more 

times in these schools, 
yet the extent of the 

labs’ functionality 
for project-based 

sustainability education 
likely needs attention.

The intent of the Next Generation Science Standards 
is not to replace science standards but to enhance them. 
For example, climate change instructional units have 
been woven into the older science curriculum. Included 
in a middle school course, which progresses from the 
History of Earth, Earth Systems, and Weather and Cli-
mate, to Human Impacts, are study units on human-
caused climate change, for example.

Even in the states unwilling to adopt NGSS, science 
and sustainability education can still be implemented in 
classrooms, but the extent of the resources districts put 
toward sustainability education is determined, in part, 
by budget.

Budget Considerations
According to the National Center for Education Statis-
tics, the average public school building is more than 50 
years old. Over the years, science labs may have been 

rebuilt two or more times in these schools, yet the extent 
of the labs’ functionality for project-based sustainability 
education likely needs attention. Table 1 summarizes 
budget considerations for implementing various levels of 
sustainability education in today’s schools.

Most school districts have created “extraordinary 
maintenance accounts” to ensure critical school needs 
are reviewed throughout the fiscal year. The accounts 
may be linked to other municipal or state fund sources 
overseen by school boards. School administrators must 
balance the most equable distribution of available 
funds; therefore, as with other sustainability matters, 
it is helpful to build a consensus around plans to fund 
sustainability programs and provide resources such as 
instructional materials and professional development.

In the ideal world of public school governance, the 
state’s chief school official works closely with the board 
of education to review and update the curriculum 
frameworks. The same process is followed in the district 
with the local board working with curriculum special-
ists. However, state board of education regulations 
carry the weight of all other state laws, and the science 
frameworks were not adopted with an “opt out” choice. 
Regardless of fickle public opinion in this era of sci-
ence education, public school educators are expected to 
teach to the science frameworks and the school board is 
expected to support its teachers in doing so.

As evidenced by their responses to the NPR poll, 
teachers do not believe they have adequate knowledge 
and teaching materials to effectively approach the topic 
of climate change. Districts should consider budget allo-
cations for curriculum and professional development in 
the area of sustainability.

The Climate Literacy and Energy Awareness Net-
work (CLEAN) is a nonprofit professional develop-
ment resource for science teachers. Funded by federal 

Table 1. Operating Budget Considerations

 $$$ High Budget Impact

• Renovate science labs.
• Construct outdoor classrooms.
• Hire sustainability director.
• Hire teachers for expanded curriculum.

 $$ Moderate Budget Impact

• Buy furniture and equipment.
• Buy instructional materials.
• Provide professional development and planning time.
• Buy program license fees and tech support.

 $ Low Budget Impact

• Provide stipends to staff.
• Fund student activity and advocacy groups.
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grants, CLEAN reviewed more than 30,000 free online 
resources and found only 700 acceptable for use in 
schools (www.cleanet.org). A rejection rate of 98% is 
staggering and speaks to the volume of misinformation 
teachers receive in “free” unsolicited, not scientifically 
sound, not technically sound, instructional materials. 
CLEAN may be a good place to start when considering 
instructional materials for sustainability education.

With regard to professional development, rather than 
spending time and money on general topics, districts 
might consider focusing on more targeted training. No 
doubt many science teachers would prefer to spend their 
professional development time collaborating with col-
leagues on implementing the new standards and creating 
lab projects.

Promoting Sustainability Awareness
“Should climate change be taught in schools?” Most 
parents seem to believe that it should. Although climate 
change is not the only scientific area in the study of 
earth’s sustainability, it is a starting place. Parents want 
to see improved science and sustainability education—
and they want their local schools rebuilt to accom-
modate those changes. Let’s work together to make 
it happen.

Richard Weeks is retired past president of Massachusetts 
ASBO and serves as mentor to school business officials in New 
England. He is also designated a certified Green Classroom 
Professional from the U.S. Green Building Council’s Center for 
Green Schools. Email: richardhweeks@aol.com

St. Paul Public Schools in Minnesota offers E-STEM 
magnet-themed schools for grades 4–8 that 

focus on the content areas of environment, science, 
technology, engineering, and math. Heritage E-STEM 
Magnet School in West St. Paul (grades 5–8), which 
received the U.S. Department of Education’s Green 
Ribbon School award in 2013, is dedicated to ensur-
ing students have the skills they need to succeed 
in a global society, including scientific curiosity, 

technological skills, an understanding of the engi-
neering design process, the ability to apply math 
concepts in a variety of situations, and literacy and 
communication skills.

The school’s environmental focus is evident in the 
multiple aquariums, terrariums, and energy bikes in 
the building. The school has a LIVEGREEN program, 
which is a district-wide sustainability program that 
promotes energy saving and recycling.

Among the many opportunities 
for Heritage students is a program 
called Integrated Science Education 
Outreach (InSciEd Out), which is a 
collaborative partnership focused 
on research-based experiential 
learning based in real science and 
connected to the local community 
(www.insciedout.org). For example, 
students work with researchers 
from the Mayo Clinic and the Uni-
versity of Minnesota to conduct 
health and wellness experiments.

The district opened another 
E-STEM Middle School this fall. (The 
school’s final name was not decided 
at the time this publication went to 
press.) The school currently serves 
grade six; the plan is to expand to 
grades seven and eight in subse-
quent years.

E-STEM MAGNET SCHOOLS IN ST. PAUL

Looking for resources, information, tools, connections? 
Visit asbointl.org today and advance your career and the school business profession.
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