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Introduction 

Now in its fourth year, the U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools 
(ED-GRS) continues to honor schools and districts.  We have added a third category 
to this yearôs cycle: the Postsecondary Sustainability Award.  So this year, for the 
first time, you can learn the full spectrum of sustainability work in schools, from early 
learning to postsecondary. 

Here at ED, we work with natural resource and health agencies to share effective 
resources for school sustainability and, of course, spotlight the promising practices 
of our honorees.  In the same way that we work together across federal agencies, 
state education authorities collaborate in exceptional ways with their state health, 
environment, and energy agencies.  The private sector has gotten involved at 
federal, state, local, and school levels.  In this way, EDôs recognition award serves 
as a tool to get government working better to the benefit of students across the 
nation.   

The ED-GRS Pillars of reduced environmental impact and costs, improved health 
and wellness, and effective environmental education remain the same, whether 
selectees are schools, districts, colleges, or universities.  Increasingly, honoreesô 
efforts are the result of more concerted policies at the intersection of environment, 
health, and learning at state, district, and university levels.  We are pleased to see 
that the award has prompted instructors, parents, students, and administrators 
nationwide to acknowledge the critical need for students to learn in a manner ï and 
a place -- that will sustain both them and the planet.  These green schools, districts, 
and postsecondary institutions have taught us that itôs not just what students are 
learning; the where matters too.   

Weôve been thrilled with the collaborations at the federal, state, and local levels as a 
result of EDôs recognition award.  The collaborations that inspire us most, though, 
are those of our honorees themselves.  Apart from progress in all three Pillars ï not 
just one ï youôll notice another common thread among our honorees:  They have 
been tremendously resourceful in partnering with businesses, parks, farms, 
museums, nature centers, sporting facilities, religious institutions, townships, and 
countless other entities.  

Our honorees are not necessarily the wealthiest institutions.  In fact, over the last 
four years, nearly half of our honorees have educated underserved student 
populations.  When it comes to green schools, high-poverty schools come out on 
top.  That green school practices continue to be used as a tool to improve the built 
environments, health, and engagement of students of all ages that might seem to 
have the slimmest chances for success, and that they are thriving as a result, is no 
longer a surprise to us. 
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This yearôs selectees were confirmed from a pool of candidates voluntarily 
nominated and exhaustively reviewed by 30 state education authority 
implementation teams.  While selection processes vary from state to state, selection 
committees generally are comprised of members of several state agencies as well 
as outside experts.  In the second step of selection, statesô nominees to ED were 
reviewed by a team of several dozen federal reviewers.  This year, we have selected 
58 schools, 14 districts, and nine postsecondary institutions that demonstrate 
promising practices to cut costs, improve health, and ensure that students learn 
through the most hands-on, engaging means possible. 

The U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability 
Awardees, and Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees prove that any school, 
district, or postsecondary institution can take steps to improve the sustainability, 
health, and safety of school facilities; ensure nutrition and fitness practices for a 
lifetime of wellness and productivity; and engage students in authentic, real-world 
learning.  

Schools use sustainability in context to teach important civic values and skills that 
encourage students to grow into responsible, compassionate, and contributing 
citizens.  Furthermore, working with dynamic environmental, social, and economic 
systems from an early age nurtures precisely the type of thinking, collaboration, and 
problem-solving skills that the careers of the future require, whether these students 
graduate from green career and technical programs, green college preparatory 
schools, community colleges, or liberal arts colleges.   

It is with tremendous pleasure that we present the 2015 U.S. Department of 
Education Green Ribbon Schools, District Sustainability Awardees, and 
Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees.  These honorees are ensuring that their 
students learn to live, work, and play with sustainability and health in mind, not as an 
afterthought, but as an integral part of everything they undertake, from cradle to 
career.   

The 2015 Green Ribbons are here.  Prepare to be amazed!  When you recover, go 
to our www.ed.gov/green-strides page and get started using some of the same tools 
these awardees employ.   

Andrea Suarez Falken 
Director, U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools  
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Honorees at a Glance

U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools 58 

District Sustainability Awardees 14 

Postsecondary Sustainability Awardees 9 

Jurisdictions Represented 28 

Public Schools 52 

Private Schools 6 

Disadvantaged Schools and Districts 34 

Rural Schools and Districts 18 

Charter Schools 2 

Magnet Schools 3 

Community Colleges 3 
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2015 U.S. Department of Education Green Ribbon Schools 

Alabama 

Bluff Park Elementary School, Hoover, Ala. 

Helping a new generation of learners understand their place on the planet 

At Bluff Park Elementary School, students feel a sense of accomplishment in getting 
their hands dirty, looking for live creatures, gathering data, writing, formulating 
logical connections, and following through with real-world projects that affect both 
the school and the community at large.  Bluff Park incorporates sustainability in each 
grade level through a variety of student-oriented projects.  Studying plant growth, 
looking up weather statistics, and mapping out plots become very real when a 
student is engaged in developing a garden. 

Bluff Parkôs curriculum is rich in literature that supports environmental and 
conservation themes.  Teachers make use of this information in all subject areas to 
aid students in making cross-curricular connections.  Alabama Wildlife Resources 
and the Junior Master Gardener Literature in the Garden series provide concepts 
that can be adjusted to specific understandings and grade levels.  This information 
provides a natural transition to real-world problem-solving, purposeful writing, and 
the design of projects based upon student questions. 

Health is a critical component of learning at Bluff Park, with the help of a variety of 
partners.  A Hoover High School students group offers prevention messages at the 
elementary school during Red Ribbon Week.  Students receive hearing exams from 
the Bell Center, and vision exams form a team of community volunteers.  The United 
Way provides walking guides for monthly walk or bike to school days.  Alabama 
Power: Safe-T-Opolis provides an exhibition for fourth-graders on safety with 
electricity.  Students in kindergarten through second grade receive an annual visit 
from Hoover Fire Departmentôs Firehouse.  Fifth graders receive a scoliosis 
screening from Childrenôs Hospital, and kindergarteners and first-graders receive 
extensive talks on dental care.  Custodial services clean daily to curb dust, mold, 
and mildew.  The school nurse pre-treats students who have exercise-induced 
asthma. 

Knowing that students learn more effectively using hands-on methods, Bluff Park 
transformed a weedy lot into an outdoor classroom in 2009.  Outdoor learning 
experiences now start at Bluff Park with bug catchers, nature walks, tree 
identification, vegetable gardens, Backyard Bird Count, nestbox data, and weather 
monitoring, but extend beyond the school grounds as students learn about the 
broader world through field trips.  Kindergarten students travel to Bakerôs Farm, first 
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graders to Birmingham-Southernôs Environmental Center, second grade students 
learn about composting and erosion at Aldridge Gardens, and third-graders see the 
wonders of caves at DeSoto Caverns and learn about the rocks that make up 
Alabama at Vulcan Materials rock quarry.  Fifth-grade students travel to Dauphin 
Island to learn about watersheds, sea life, and inhabitants of various ocean depths.   

A variety of evergreen trees and shrubs around the buildings reduce heating and 
cooling, and plants and trees of various heights and coverage encourage diversity of 
species inhabiting school green areas.  Irrigation systems are not used, since all 
plants survive on rain water.  Well-kept tree trails, native plants, an edible garden, a 
rain garden, composting bins, raised beds, and a weather station, along with areas 
for organized and free play provide interactive hands-on opportunities for students.  
You will find students in the outdoor classroom studying bugs, micro worlds, 
releasing butterflies, collecting rock samples, and identifying trees and plants.  The 
school installed a new playground system in 2013 with a surface manufactured from 
recycled tires.    

Students worked in coordination with Alabama Power and Hoover heating, 
ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) specialists to follow up on questions 
students posed after completing a National Wildlife Federation (NWF) Cool Schools 
Challenge energy audit.  Students from all grade levels met to disseminate 
information about the energy audit and plan conservation efforts. 

In 2008, Bluff Park was the first school in Alabama to receive the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA)'s HeathierUS School Challenge Award.  All students receive 30 
minutes of daily supervised physical education.  Outdoor activities begin as early as 
seven a.m. with Run Club, followed by a great breakfast in the cafeteria.  During the 
school day, students enjoy a track and lower field area for structured physical 
education as well as a state-of-the-art playground for free play.  All grades use the 
outdoor classroom for planting vegetables and collecting data on birds, trees, plants, 
and insects of all types for individual research or online Citizen Science projects 
such as eBird, Project Noah, or iNaturalist.  An historical cabin hosts students 
throughout the year for a unique opportunity to live as locals did 100 years ago.   

Mercedes Marathon and Jump Rope for Heart allow students to set personal fitness 
goals while supporting worthy causes.  To highlight the schoolôs unique history and 
to incorporate fitness and environmental awareness, Bluff Park has hosted an 
Outdoor Classroom Social since 2013.  Students demonstrate family fitness night 
activities, offer tours of the outdoor classroom, and local individuals and businesses 
educate families on beekeeping, raising chickens, gardening, hydroponics, cheese 
from sheep, and other environmental projects. 



 

13 

 
U.S. Department of Education - 400 Maryland Ave, SW - Washington, DC 20202 

www.ed.gov/green-ribbon-schools - www.ed.gov/green-strides 

 

 

Lincoln Elementary School, Lincoln, Ala. 

Dreams of an outdoor classroom come true 

Lincoln Elementary (LES) is a rural school in the northeast corner of Talladega 
County.  This rapidly growing school serves 843 students in kindergarten through 
fifth grades, with 65 percent of students receiving free or reduced-price lunch.  LES 
is a student-centered school that can serve as a model for any school with goals of 
developing leadership and actively engaging all students.   

Built in 1999, the school received ENERGY STAR Certification in 2009.  The new 
media center, constructed in 2012, is equipped with lighting and HVAC occupancy 
sensors for security and long term energy savings.  Also, the school system received 
a $15,000 grant to equip all schools with occupancy-sensitive thermostats, which will 
help to continue an ongoing decrease in energy consumption.  Staff and students 
have recently launched a recycling initiative for aluminum, plastic, ink cartridges, and 
tallow, and use only sustainable certified paper.   

LES is fortunate to have Honda Manufacturing of Alabama as a partner.  Fifth grade 
students tour the Honda plant in Lincoln annually to learn not only about assembly 
line production of automobiles, but also about the environmental stewardship that is 
a part of the Honda vision.   

In 2013, LES earned the Gold Award of Distinction in the HealthierUS Schools 
Challenge.  Students spend at least 150 minutes each week in supervised physical 
education, with at least 50 percent taking place outdoors.  Students learn to use 
heart rate monitors to track their heart rate during activities.  LES has partnered with 
Samford University and the University of Alabama-Birmingham to implement the 
Healthy Eating and Active 4 Lifestyle Program to promote health and fitness at 
school.   

For the past four years, more than 100 students from first through fifth grades stay 
after school on Wednesday afternoons to be a part of the LES running club, which is 
funded in part by the Road Runners of America.  The clubôs goal is for students to 
log 25 miles during club sessions at school, and then to participate in the 1.2-mile 
Kids Run at the Mercedes Marathon in Birmingham.  The school also has the 
community running through the LES Bear Cub 5K, a communitywide event that 
started in 2013.  In two years, community businesses have donated more than 
$15,000 in sponsorships.  In 2013, more than 200 registered, and in 2014, more 
than 400 people participated in the five-kilometer race and the one-mile fun run.   
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Hearing, vision, and scoliosis screenings are administered each year to various 
grade levels.  The school nurse works with students and parents to provide 
education on diabetes, asthma, and lice.  LES is a Leader in Me Lighthouse School, 
a program that promotes the Seven Habits of Happy Kids.  Guidance counselors 
provide monthly guidance classes and individual sessions related to bullying, peer 
relations, and self-esteem. 

In 2014, the dream of having an outdoor classroom came to fruition as beautiful and 
functional gardens became reality.  More than 75 percent of the schoolôs grounds 
are now ecologically and educationally focused.  Students travel stone pathways to 
work in raised beds where they grow vegetables, fruits, and flowers by themes such 
as the sensory garden, the George Washington Carver garden, the spring garden, 
the summer garden, and the butterfly garden.  The outdoor classroom facilitates 
acquisition of science knowledge, horticulture, and ecology while also promoting 
learning experiences in reading, writing, data collection, health, and history.  LES 
has received grants totaling over $28,000 from Loweôs Charitable and Educational 
Foundation, Coosa Valley Resource Conservation and Development, Legacy 
Partners in Environmental Education Grant Program and the Lincoln Elementary 
parent-teacher association (PTA) to provide this outdoor active learning 
environment.  Other businesses including Lincoln Hardware, Colonial Chevrolet, and 
Willow Creek Construction partnered with the school to provide resources for the 
garden.  LES is in the process of earning the Alabama Outdoor Classroom 
Certification, which will be complete in the spring of 2015. 

Environmental concepts are integrated into the schoolôs literacy program through the 
Making Meaning program, a reading curriculum for students in kindergarten through 
eighth grade that provides students the opportunity to learn about environmental 
issues in both nonfiction and fiction read-alouds.  First-grade students learn about 
how plants grow and change over time in stories and poems.  LES has a designated 
area in the library for environmental resources including books and videos.   

Kindergarten students investigate different kinds of trees, make observations about 
seasonal changes, and help plant and care for a tree.  First-grade students care for 
plants to learn what they need to grow and develop.  They observe and describe 
changes that occur as plants grow, and organize and communicate observations 
through drawing and writing.  Third-grade students discover that one seed produces 
one plant, and that one plant can produce many seeds.  Fourth-grade students 
explore the relationship between an animal and its habitat, and ways animal 
behaviorist study animals.  Students establish and maintain habitats for frogs, crabs, 
and millipedes.  They collect data, identify behavior patterns, and compare and 
contrast the animals. 
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Lincoln High School, Lincoln, Ala. 

Setting an example through recycling, agriculture, and problem solving 

Over the last two years, Lincoln High School in Talladega County has made 
advancements in enhancing its environmental education program and sustainable 
green practices.   

First came the renewal of an environmentally-focused agriscience program and 
curriculum.  Barren grounds surrounding the school now host thriving natural 
landscapes that are being further developed and expanded through classroom 
projects and studies in not only the agriscience classes, but in all science classes.  
The agriscience and science curriculum leaders have acquired grants to expand the 
outdoor classrooms, and environmental study areas and student and community 
interest in outdoor spaces is exceptional.  Several area farmers have become 
advocates of the new interest in the agriscience classes, and have helped with 
plowing gardens, developing the plasticulture garden, and fence building.  The 
school campus now includes an outdoor classroom pavilion, grassy and heat-
tolerant flora, bird habitats, vegetable plasticulture gardens that hold moisture and 
prevent the need for herbicides, and over 20 acres of open lawn for outdoor sports 
and activities.   

Then came the awareness that Honda Manufacturing of Alabama, a company with a 
large presence in the area, demands a highly environmentally literate workplace that 
practices 100 percent recycling in manufacturing.  However, recycling historically 
has not been available for small businesses, schools, or area residents.  Lincoln 
High School took ownership of this need, and fully integrated recycling and other 
environmental measures into student organizations, daily habits, and facets of the 
curriculum.   

Students and faculty take pride in their environmental accomplishments.  Being an 
ENERGY STAR school is meaningful to students and faculty.  Healthier Choice 
School initiatives have created new physical fitness approaches.  Once inside the 
building, the schoolôs sustainability work is evident, with recycling and energy 
conservation now a norm.  Most importantly, environmental efforts are a supported 
healthy learning daily practice, not an occasional project.  The rural school setting 
promotes healthy fresh air, clean water, and abundant family gardens.  Lincoln is a 
leader in the USDAôs HealthierUS School Challenge, achieving Gold status in 2010. 

Students are keenly aware of the global needs of others.  Students at Lincoln are 
preparing for the future with a curriculum heavy in real-life science, technology, and 
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math applications through project-based learning.  Students engage in problem-
solving activities related to sustainable houses, bridges, and new businesses, 
greenhouse science, and the value of healthy lifestyles.  Students have a vested 
interest in numerous environmental activities, and have a greater sense of self-worth 
through ownership of the future of the planet, particularly as it relates to their health.   

Students in advanced biology classes participate with college instructors from 
Jacksonville State University in collecting water quality data in area fresh water 
streams.  The math and social science departments have embedded components of 
environmental education into the curriculum.  For example, recycling is highly 
competitive between classes, and numerous math problems are centered on the 
volume, mass, and displacement theories of recycled plastic bottles.  Government 
classes research legislation and requirements of the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA).  English classes have led, through project-based learning, the 
communications of school climate awareness.  As the school developed plans for 
adding a commercial greenhouse, students were involved in site selection, cost, 
elements of the greenhouse, and the business of greenhouse operations. 

Through Lincolnôs project-based learning curriculum, students have designed and 
created numerous informative digital announcements that are displayed throughout 
the school on large monitors reminding peers and staff of the environmental impact 
of aggressive recycling efforts and energy conservation measures.  These digital 
production accomplishments may or may not lead to a career in movie production, 
but the ownership of the responsibility of going green is evident and enjoyed by the 
students and staff daily. 

In past years, authentic engagement for learning through environmental studies and 
energy conservation was a principalôs challenge.  Now, the entire school community 
is cognizant of conserving water and paper products and limiting excessive lighting.  
Thermostat settings in moderation are the norm.  Lincolnôs efforts expand every day 
as going green has become not only desirable, but attainable.  Lincoln is eating 
healthier, being physically active, and bringing environmental learning to a 
phenomenal high.  The future of green practices is solidly embedded at Lincoln High 
School. 

 

Auburn University, Auburn, Ala. 

Sweet home sustainability 

Auburn University is a public four-year university in Alabama that enrolls 20,626 
undergraduate and 5,283 graduate students.  The university demonstrates its 




































































































































































































































































































