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EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION

Communicating About Sustainability
Some sustainability topics are hot buttons; “tweaking” 
communications may be in order.

By Richard Weeks, RSBA

“So much more could be 
accomplished if people 
were willing to tweak 
more often,” a colleague 

recently shared. “They dig their heels 
in on issues and become inflexible 
to compromise for accomplishing 
mutually beneficial goals.”

“Tweaking” is making adjust-
ments or modifications—fine-tuning. 
Although it is a dusty old English 
word that we often throw around, 
school business officials should 
repurpose it as an important 21st-
century leadership and communica-
tions technique.

Tweaking is about leading and 
managing with flexibility and refine-
ment—and what better way for 
SBOs to practice their management-
by-tweaking skills than by working 
with district or municipal environ-
mental sustainability committees 
to “accomplish mutually beneficial 
goals”? Environmental sustainabil-
ity committees (SusComs) address 
such controversial issues as global 
warming, greenhouse gas emissions, 

plastic in our ecosystems, and har-
vesting of alternative wind and solar 
energy. Sustainability’s effect on 
communities and the schools within 
those communities has given rise to 
district environmental SusComs that 
explore efficient use of resources and 
environmental education initiatives.

SBOs’ commitment to efficient use 
of resources—combined with their 
business and financial knowledge 
and skills—makes them important 
contributors to the work of munici-
pal SusComs as well. Consider the 
following examples:

Urban development projects. 
Real estate developers construct 
multipurpose housing and retail 
buildings near urban neighbor-
hood schools where space is at a 
premium. Working with SusComs, 
SBOs may suggest modifications 
to municipal development projects 
with an eye to ensuring that the 
projects don’t affect students nega-
tively. Should crosswalks and traf-
fic lights be relocated for student 
safety during morning rush hour? 

Will the proposed building’s height 
cast hours-long shadows on the 
school’s newly installed solar pan-
els and students’ organic vegetable 
gardens? The SBO’s input is impor-
tant to ensuring mutually benefi-
cial outcomes.

Carbon footprint. In June 2017, 
Canada’s minister of environment 
and climate change, Catherine McK-
enna, offered $1.4 billion to local 
governments and advocacy groups 
for projects that would cut their car-
bon footprint, save energy, and cre-
ate green jobs. In 2018, thousands 
of Canadians met with their local 
SusComs and government councils 
to draft proposals to take advantage 
of Canada’s Low Carbon Economy 
Challenge program.

For example, Nova Scotia’s Hali-
fax Regional Council discussed a 
variety of proposals, including 
the Dartmouth Sportsplex cogen-
eration plant. The proposal would 
replace the aging heating, ventilat-
ing, and air-conditioning system in 
the sportsplex compound adjacent 
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to Dartmouth High School with a 
cogeneration plant that uses ther-
mal energy to heat the building and 
provide hot water. The operational 
savings come from modifying the 
heavy dependence on natural gas 
and focusing on thermal energy.

Such projects afford SBOs the 
opportunity to gather information 
from SusComs and to share it with 
sustainability teachers for purpose-
ful classroom presentations. The 
science of energy engineering can be 
tweaked for all students.

From farm to seashore. District 
and school SusComs are predomi-
nantly curriculum-based learning 
experiences. For example, at Walling-
ford-Swarthmore School District in 
Pennsylvania, high school students 
meet experts in beekeeping, birding, 
and agronomy at Rushton Woods 
Preserve to learn sustainable agri-
cultural alternatives to conventional 
commercial farming practices.

In Miami Beach, Florida, an urban 
school district whose staff, students, 
and their families are linked to the 
ocean for commerce and recreation, 
the SusCom has ambitious plans 
for 2019. It is studying stormwater 
output, water quality, and gratings 
at its beaches and is looking for a 
sponsor to install and maintain alu-
minum can crushers along miles of 
Miami beaches.

SBOs work in an environment 
that encourages problem solving and 
collaboration among staff and stu-
dents. This approach may not come 
naturally to adults who live and 
work in “silos.” SBOs can encourage 
SusComs to utilize focus groups so 
everyone’s voice can be heard and, 
hopefully, participants will feel as 
though they made a contribution.

Plastics. In their 2017 book 
Life without Plastics, eco-activists 
Chantel Plamondon and Jay Sinha 
identify the primary culprits of non-
biodegradable plastics in our oceans 
and waterways: single-use plastic 
bags and water bottles, polystyrene 
foam “clamshell” food containers, 
plastic drinking cups with lids, and 

plastic straws and utensils. SusComs 
have addressed the plastics problem 
by encouraging school and com-
munity groups to establish beach 
cleanup days and by producing pro-
grams about environmental issues 
for local cable television.

The Santa Barbara County 
(California) Resource Recovery and 
Waste Management Division pro-
motes school recycling on its website 
(http://lessismore.org/materials/23-
school-recycling). Helpful for SBOs 
interested in promoting participation 
in their districts is the discussion of 
handling food service waste audits, 
determining waste costs, and identi-
fying potential savings.

Being Mindful
When communicating about sustain-
ability, it’s important that school 
districts be mindful of the reality of 
those who help fund schools. Accord-
ing to the Environmental Protection 
Agency, the majority of greenhouse 
gas emissions in the United States 
come from the transportation sec-
tor (28.5%) in the form of fossil fuel 
burned by cars, trucks, ships, trains, 
and planes; and electricity production 
(28.4%) from burning fossil fuels, 
mostly coal and natural gas.

Because workers in the transpor-
tation, coal, and natural gas sectors 
pay school taxes, SusComs in states 
like West Virginia and South Dakota 
must manage delicate balancing acts 
when communicating with citizens 

who want to protect industry jobs 
and those who advocate environ-
mental sustainability.

School business officials who par-
ticipate on these SusComs must be 
willing to listen to and consider all 
voices. SusComs are relatively new; 
however, management of committee 
work is as old as Socrates.

SBOs can encourage their SusComs 
to begin by working on common 
issues. Projects could include drink-
ing water contaminants and natural 
gas leaks from underground pipe-
lines. They can communicate to the 
public that all sustainability mat-
ters are on the table and that local 
municipal governing boards should 
give due diligence to draft climate 
action plans, with data analysis and 
recommendations, before adoption.

Listening and Tweaking
Clear communication and some 
tweaking when working with the 
community can lead to success. “I 
tweak throughout the workday,” 
an SBO colleague readily admits. 
“There are informal rules along with 
best practices. . . . We have to be 
flexible. We have to tweak.”
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