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The Pathways to Sustainability 
 
Use the results of your Environmental Audit to set realistic targets and concentrate on areas that are 

most relevant to your school.  Most schools tackle one or two pathway audits at a time, but it will be a 

decision made by those who best understand the school, the Eco-Action Team. 

If the Eco-Action Team isn't quite sure which pathway to take on first or next, checkout our 

Environmental Review Checklist. This checklist includes questions for each of the pathways and will 

provide teams needing added support with some initial data. This initial data can inform a team's 

decision when choosing a pathway to address. 

Many of the pathways overlap or are closely related to each other. Energy, for example, is connected to 

Climate Change, and Healthy Living is connected to Sustainable Food. You may find that by making 

progress in one area, you are taking steps toward improving your performance in another. 

Based on our 2016 survey of our registered Eco-Schools, you can see that each school chooses the 

environmental focus that is best for their students, faculty and situation.  

 

Read on to find out more about the importance of each pathway and to understand why your school 

should address each pathway. 

Please note: the Energy Pathway must be addressed by every school applying for a Green Flag award. 

This pathway has the greatest return on investment in terms of savings to the school as well as the 

biggest impact on the carbon footprint of the school. 

 

 TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Pathways to Sustainability 

 

https://www.nwf.org/~/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Step2-ConductAnEnviroAudit.ashx
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways
http://www.nwf.org/~/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Eco-SchoolsUSA%20EnviroReview12-7-15EditsUPDATED.pdf
http://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways.aspx
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Pathways Key Questions 

 

 

Biodiversity: If you go outside for a walk around your school grounds, you are sure to 

observe both living and nonliving things- natural and human-influenced. What is the 

relationship between the living and nonliving things you find? Based on your discoveries, 

what can you do to create favorable conditions for a diversity of life?  

 

Climate Change: How do our behaviors and attitudes in our school and homes 

contribute to carbon dioxide emissions? What is the effect of those behaviors and 

attitudes on the health of our ecosystem? 

 

Consumption and Waste: How does nature cycle materials? What is the effect of 

our material-cycling process on the health of our ecosystem? Is there something we can 

change to better mimic the way nature cycles materials? 

 

Energy: Where does energy come from? How does energy flow through nature? How 

do our behavior and attitudes around energy usage impact our economic and 

environmental health?  

 

Healthy Living: What are healthy actions? How does physical activity impact 

learning?   

 

 

Healthy Schools: What happens when hazardous waste is not disposed of 

properly? How is air quality inside different from the air quality outside my school? 

 

Learning About Forests (LEAF): How have forests changed over the last 300 

years? Why do we need forests? Why are forest ecosystems important to wildlife? What 

kind of forest is growing in your schoolyard or community? What are current threats to 

our forests? 
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Schoolyard Habitats: What aspects of our school grounds supports life for a 

diversity of species? What kinds of natural phenomenon does your school grounds 

provide for students to investigate? 

 

Sustainable Foods: From where does our food come? What is the relationship 

between how food is grown, ecological health, and our physical health? 

 

Transportation: What trends and patterns characterize the way we transport 

ourselves to school and home? Is there a way to change those patterns to reduce the 

impact of transportation on the health of our ecosystem and improve the health of our 

school-community? 

 

Water: How much water is used for everyday living at home and school? What can we 

do to both improve and conserve water quality and quantify? 

 

Watersheds: What purpose does a watershed serve? What factors influence the 

health of our watershed? Are wildlife impacted by watershed health?   

 

Oceans: What role do coasts and oceans play in a state’s and/or community’s 

economy? How does litter, specifically plastics, impact wildlife? How is climate change 

impacting our oceans? 

 

Wetlands: How do wetlands act as filters? What is the impact of development on 

wetlands?  What plant and animal species rely on healthy wetlands for survival?   
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Biodiversity 

Wildlife | Insects | Forests | Habitats | Ecology | Ecosystems | Birds | Survival | 

Pollinators | Plants | Fish | Relationships | Structure and Function | Careers 

 
Biodiversity is the variety of life on our planet. It can be studied on many levels. At the highest level, one 

can look at all the species on the entire planet. On a much smaller scale, one can study biodiversity 

within a single ecosystem (for example, a pond) or a neighborhood park. Identifying and understanding 

the relationships between all living things on Earth is one of the greatest challenges in science.  

Researchers have estimated that there are between 3 and 30 million species on Earth, with a few 

studies predicting that there may be over 100 million species. Currently, we have identified only 1.7 

million species, so the vast majority of species on the planet are not yet known! 

 

• Biodiversity provides us with a wide array of foods, fibers and other materials, which support 

our economy 

• A diversity of pollinators, plants and soils provide a variety of foods for our diet. 

• Most medical discoveries to cure diseases and lengthen life spans were made because of 

research into plant and animal biology and genetics. 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as conservation botanists, increase the numbers of native plant species on our 

school grounds? 

 How can we, as members of the community, work with our local government to bring 

awareness to the biodiversity needs of our community? 

 How can we, as wildlife biologists, engage the community in the habitat needs of our local 

wildlife? 

 How can we, as landscape architects, design a habitat on our school grounds that will provide a 

place for pollinators to flourish and serve as a demonstration pollinator habitat for the 

community?  

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment |Sample Action Plan | Biodiversity Audit | Resources 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Biodiversity/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Biodiversity/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Biodiversity/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Biodiversity/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Climate Change 
Wildlife | Insects | Forests | Habitats | Ecology | Ecosystems | Birds |             

Survival | Pollinators | Plants | Fish | Species 

 

 
Climate change is any significant change in climate lasting for an extended period of time. Climate 

change includes major changes in temperature, precipitation, or wind patterns, among other effects, 

that occur over several decades or longer.   

Our natural world is a complex system. Climate has changed throughout history and is one of the things 

that make our planet so unique and beautiful. Man‐made climate change threatens the delicate balance 

that keeps the Earth systems intact.  

Global average temperatures are rising and the warming trend is the result of human activities. Burning 

fossil fuels for transportation, manufacturing, heating and cooling and electricity generation, releases 

greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. 

Levels of these heat‐trapping gases, particularly carbon dioxide (CO2), are increasing at a faster rate than 

at any other time on record. The consequences of this unprecedented change in the atmosphere are 

both uncertain and likely to be extreme as is evident by the increase in extreme weather events, such as 

winter storms, wildfires, droughts and floods. 

Whole school communities can play a key role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions by actions that can 

shrink their “carbon footprints.”  

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as engineers, design, develop, and test a carbon saving instrument, machine, 

space, plan, etc. that has the potential to reduce carbon output in an industry?  

 How can we, as landscape architects, design and construct an outdoor green space with a net 

zero carbon impact (reduce greenhouse gas emissions), which will provide opportunities for 

students to learn and study? 

 How can we, as atmospheric scientists, better understand how our city’s climate is changing and 

raise awareness of local issues and offer actions community members can take toward 

mitigation? 

 How can we, as environmental protection technicians, monitor our air, water, and soil for 

pollutants and work with our local city government to increase awareness and effectively work 

together to make the community a healthier place to live? 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Climate Change Audit | Resources 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Climate-Change/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Climate-Change/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Climate-Change/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Climate-Change/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Consumption and Waste 
Packaging | Bins and Dumpsters | Keep America Beautiful | Community | Behavior | 

Reduce | Reuse | Recycle | Reimagine 

 

The United States is home to just 5 percent of the world's population; however it generates 30 percent 

of its trash. The average American creates a staggering 4.5 pounds of garbage daily. Almost everything 

we do creates waste, and as a society we are currently producing more waste than ever before.  

Both consumption and waste have major environmental impacts. Producing goods and transporting 

them to consumers uses large quantities of fossil fuels and produces pollution, particularly carbon 

dioxide (the major greenhouse gas leading to climate change). When these products become waste, 

they are transported again, usually to landfills, where they produce methane (another potent 

greenhouse gas) as they break down, or to incinerators, which generate more pollution as they burn. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as waste managers, raise awareness of the life cycle of products at our school and 

how they impact our local economy? 

 How can we, as members of the community, work with the city to create recycling and compost 

pick up or if our community has these programs how can we make them more efficient or 

accessible? 

 How can we, as materials scientists, design products that address waste reduction and 

consumption habits for school and home? 

 How can we, as mechanical engineers, design a machine that recycles community materials that 

can be sold to companies that use post‐consumer products to create new products? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Consumption & Waste Audit | Resources 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Consumption-and-Waste/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Consumption-and-Waste/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Consumption-and-Waste/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Consumption-and-Waste/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Energy 

Off-Grid | Energy Efficiency | Heating and Cooling | Natural Resources | Climate Change 

| Renewable & Nonrenewable Energy | Consumption | Production  

 

 
The nation's school districts spend more than $7.5 billion a year on energy. Schools are the largest 

energy consumer in many municipalities. But up to 30 percent of that energy is used inefficiently or 

unnecessarily.4 

By implementing energy-conservation measures and using energy-efficient technologies, schools can 

significantly cut their energy use. The result is financial savings as well as a reduced environmental 

impact. 

Through simple changes in people’s behavior, schools have found that a 10% reduction in energy usage 

can be achieved quickly and easily. In fact, a school that engages in good energy practices can end up 

using over one-third less energy than the average school. Efforts usually focus on heating and lighting 

systems, but excessive use of technology can be addressed too.  

This is vitally important because using 1 kWh of electricity in the U.S. results in between 1.22 and 2.17 

pounds of carbon dioxide being emitted (pounds of carbon is dependent on school’s fuel source).5 To 

visualize a pound of carbon imagine a large exercise ball. Each full exercise ball is equivalent to a pound 

of carbon. 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as geoscientists, better understand the benefits of renewable resources for use in 

our community and work with the city council on plans to include affordable access to those 

sources of energy, via residential and commercial mechanisms to collect, store, and use solar, 

wind, hydro, and/or geothermal energy? 

 How can we, as members of the community, conserve energy and educate others about energy 

conservation and its environmental and economic benefits? 

 How can we, as landscape architects, use land cover, rooftop gardens and living walls to reduce 

heating and cooling needs at our school and provide other schools in our district with the results 

of our research? 

 How can we, as power (electrical) engineers, design heating and cooling systems for the 

vulnerable members of our community that are safe and rely only on renewable energy? 

4 http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy02osti/31607.pdf  
5 http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=74&t=11 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Energy Audit | Resources 

 

 The Energy Pathway must be addressed by every school applying for a Green Flag award. 

http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy02osti/31607.pdf
http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=74&t=11
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Energy/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Energy/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Energy/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Energy/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Healthy Living 
Structured and Unstructured Play | Nutrition | Whole Foods | Community | 

Outdoor Activities | Sleep | Unplugging 

 

What are characteristics of healthy living? Some people have said, friendship, physical activity, mental 

exercises, helping others, stewardship, and healthy nutrition. But did you know that after the family, 

formal education is one of the most important factors in encouraging healthy attitudes and habits in 

children and young people. It is estimated that the average student will spend some 15,000 hours of his 

or her life at school. Schools, therefore, play a vital role in promoting not only regular exercise and 

healthy diets but in developing students' emotional well-being.6  

The state of our health is directly related not only to long-term physical well-being but also to emotional 

and social factors: our general happiness, confidence and outlook on life. There is also a clear 

relationship between health and educational attainment.  

Studies show that time spent outdoors and active helps children grow lean and strong, enhances 

imaginations and attention spans, decreases aggression, and boosts classroom performance. In addition, 

children who spend time in nature regularly are shown to become better stewards of the environment. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as health educators or community health workers, educate our community about 

the behaviors that promote overall wellness?  

 How can we, as members of the community, collaborate with our Parks and Recreation 

department to promote family healthy eating and activity habits? 

 How can we, as epidemiologists, research the patterns and causes of diseases in our community 

and design a plan to lower health risks through awareness, education and activity campaigns? 

 How can we, as local farmers, work with our food services department to promote healthy local, 

organic and fresh foods? 

 

6 http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Organizing-a-school/Time-in-school-How-does-the-US-
compare 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment |Sample Action Plan | Healthy Living Audit | Resources 

 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Living/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Living/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Living/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Living/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Healthy Schools 
IAQ | Healthy Learning Environments | Integrated Pest Management | Green 

Cleaning | Absenteeism | Natural Lighting | Respiratory Illnesses and Headaches 

 

Providing students and school staff with a healthy learning and working environment is an important 

component of a sustainable school. Every day, 55 million children in the United States attend school. 

Too often, their school buildings have poor indoor and outdoor air quality, hazardous chemicals and 

other unhealthy conditions that make students, staff and faculty sick and impair their ability to learn and 

work. 

On average, one out of ten children is affected by asthma, and asthma is the leading cause of school 

absenteeism, accounting for close to 13 million missed days per school year. Often times, asthma and 

respiratory related illnesses can be exacerbated by pollutants such as chemicals, cleaning supplies, 

pesticides and exhaust from idling buses and automobiles. 

A Healthy School is the responsibility of everyone, including school staff and administrators, students 

and community members. While student involvement is key to the Eco‐Schools USA program, some 

issues addressed by this pathway require the expertise and training of facility managers and 

administrators to amend. We provide as many tools and resources as possible to assist students in 

working on these complex issues. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as pest management technicians, work with the school district’s director of 

facilities to convert to an organic pest management system? 

 How can we, as members of the community, provide the school board with the evidence 

needed to improve health conditions at our school? 

 How can we, as school nurses, work with the students, staff and faculty to decrease the 

numbers of days the school community is absent? 

 How can we, as environmental science and protection technicians, raise awareness about toxins 

in and around the learning environment that contribute to ill health? 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Healthy Schools Audit | Resources 

 

  

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Schools/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Schools/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Schools/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Healthy-Schools/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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LEAF 

Trees | Wildlife | Water | Biodiversity | Habitat | Ecosystem | Urban | Timber | Wood 

Products | Careers | Climate Change  

 

What is a Forest? Forests are fascinating and complex ecosystems. The defining feature of a 

forest is dense growth of trees. Besides trees, forests are made up of soil, water, other plants, 

animals, birds and insects. Many of these living things are dependent on other living things within 

the forest for their survival. The type and extent of forest is determined by temperature, soils, 

adequate water, growing season and altitude. Forests produce a great deal of oxygen and 

absorb and store carbon.  They also serve to reduce water runoff, conserving soils and 

protecting water quality.   

In general deciduous trees (those that lose their leaves in the fall) dominate our forests in the 

Eastern U.S., while coniferous trees (those that keep their leaves year-round) predominate in 

western forests. Forests provide people with jobs and produce many different wood and non -

wood products such as timber, firewood, food products and medicine. Many of our private, 

state and national forests are sustainably managed for multiple uses including ecological, 

recreational and timber production.  Particularly in urban areas, forests and trees provide 

cooling shade, helping to reduce the impact of heat caused by buildings, concrete and human 

activities.  

LEAF is a Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) program. Learn more.  

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as city planners, determine the value of trees in our community?  

 How can we, as foresters, manage our forests for multiple uses? 

 How can we, as wildlife biologists and forest ecologists, enhance forest habitat on our school 

grounds and in our local communities? 

 How can we, as forest hydrologists, manage the forests for water quality and conservation? 

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment |Sample Action Plan | LEAF Audit | Resources 

  

http://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/LEAF.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/LEAF/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/LEAF/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/LEAF/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/LEAF/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Schoolyard Habitats® 
Wildlife and Food Gardens | Exercise | Planning | Community | Models | Creativity | 

Hydroponics | Vertical and Container Gardening | Green Roofs | Engineering 

 

As today’s schools are challenged to increase both student test scores and campus safety and efficiency, 

redesigning the school grounds and reclaiming the landscape as an outdoor classroom and laboratory 

can assist schools in achieving both objectives. 

Schoolyard Habitats are quite literally nature’s playground for ideas. Students have fantastic 

imaginations! The school grounds are the perfect environment in which to let those minds run wild and 

free. 

What sort of space could be created? Might there be Monarch recovery gardens?  Farm to School beds 

for each grade level? Can we install a wind turbine? The learning opportunities are endless; think about 

the knowledge to be gained studying properties of matter, change over time, living and non‐living 

systems, structure and function. Practical skills can be nurtured: measuring, building, communicating 

and problem solving. 

Schoolyard Habitats at their best are great spaces to learn; they are litter‐free, support biodiversity and 

will hopefully have a flagpole flying the Eco‐Schools Green Flag! As a bonus, a school that addresses this 

pathway can easily certify their school for free as an NWF Schoolyard Habitat, and can display a 

Schoolyard Habitat badge on their dashboard.  

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as entomologists, inform the community about the benefits of our local pollinators 

and open people’s hearts to declining bee populations? 

 How can we, as master gardeners, raise awareness about the human health benefits of 

gardening? 

 How can we, as soil scientists, provide the community with the knowledge, tools and resources 

to improve the quality of soil where they live? 

 How can we, as landscape architects, design an outdoor learning laboratory that is open to the 

public, can be used for learning at each grade level and is accessible to students and community 

members with disabilities? 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Schoolyard Habitats Audit | Resources 

http://www.nwf.org/Garden-For-Wildlife/Create/Schoolyards/Certify.aspx
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Schoolyard-Habitats/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Schoolyard-Habitats/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Schoolyard-Habitats/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Schoolyard-Habitats/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Sustainable Food 
Farm to School | Food Miles | Compost | Healthy School Lunches | Water | Soil | Nutrition 

| Diet Induced Illnesses | Local & Organic | Farmer’s Market | GMOs | Food Deserts 

 

 

More than 30 million children in the United States eat a school lunch five days a week, 180 days a year. 

Regrettably many of these school lunches are filled with poor quality, highly processed foods that 

contribute to childhood obesity, diabetes, reduced attention spans and poor grades. 

Most students have little to no idea where their food comes from, how it is grown and harvested, how it 

is processed and the impacts of its production, processing and transport to the environment.  

Schools across the country are exploring and implementing innovative programs focused on food. 

Sustainable food programs work to bring fresh, local food to school. They provide healthy meals in 

school cafeterias, improve student nutrition, offer curricular connections on topics related to healthy 

nutrition and food and connect schools to their local communities and farms. 

There are tremendous opportunities for schools to feed their students and staff better, reduce their 

environmental footprints, support their local economies and at the same time enhance the curriculum 

with engaging food‐related content. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as cafeteria staff, bring healthier food options that taste good, to students? 

 How can we, as local chefs, work with students, staff and parents to create quick, healthy meals 

that can be enjoyed at home and school? 

 How can we, as county food policy council members, ensure that our students have equitable 

access to healthy, affordable food, including fresh fruits and vegetables? 

 How can we, as farmers, work with our local school and community to raise awareness around 

food systems and increase participation or start a farmer’s market? 

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Sustainable Food Audit | Resources 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Sustainable-Food/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Sustainable-Food/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Sustainable-Food/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Sustainable-Food/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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Transportation 
Air Pollution | Public Transportation | Cycling | Walking | Traffic Calming |    Idling 

| Emissions | Climate Change | Safe Routes to School  

 

 

Transportation. Traffic. Travel. All unavoidable in any young person’s life as they go to and from school. 

Options on how to travel vary according to where we live and where we need to go. 

While there are noisy, polluting, uncomfortable, expensive and slow ways to move, there are also fast, 

clean, comfortable, cheap, and healthy routes from point A to B. All modes have an impact on an 

individual’s health, on a community and on the environment. The goal is to make those impacts positive 

or, at the very least, less negative. 

According to Safe Routes to School, half of students attending school in the U.S. are dropped off in the 

family car, while 25 million students ride a bus to school. Approximately 9.9 million students (25 

percent) live within one mile of school, and only half of these students walk or bike to school. Another 

6.3 million children (16 percent) live between one and two miles from school, and just 12 percent of 

those students walk or bike to school.  

Schools can do a lot to improve the way their staff and students travel. There may be new modes of 

transportation to test and promote or new routes to explore that take children through greener places. 

There may be big questions to pose about why we travel and whether it is better to go by train, car, 

bike, plane, bus or on our own two feet. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as urban/city planners, work with the school community to develop land use plans 

and programs that will promote safer routes for students to walk and bike to school? 

 How can we, as members of the community, design a tool for the school and community to 

safely bike or walk to school? 

 How can we, as civil engineers, provide growing cities or aging cities with designs that create 

safe routes for students and community members to access local schools? 

 How can we, as health professionals (i.e, doctors, technicians, nurses, etc.), increase knowledge 

about the importance of heart health through activities such as walking and biking? 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Transportation Audit | Resources 

http://saferoutespartnership.org/
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Transportation/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Transportation/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Transportation/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Transportation/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1


 
47 

Water 
Conservation | Pollution | Watershed Education | Freshwater & Marine Wildlife | 

Hydration | Waste | Collection | Grey Water Recycling | Rain Barrels 

 

Water covers about 70 percent of the Earth’s surface. But the vast majority of Earth’s water is found in 

the oceans, too salty to drink and unfit for many other applications. Of the freshwater on Earth, about 

two‐thirds is frozen in the ice caps and glaciers, which leaves less than one percent accessible for human 

use. 

Fresh clean water is one of the basic necessities of life. But in the United States and throughout the 

world, it is becoming a scarce resource. As weather patterns shift and temperatures rise due to climate 

change, water security, including health and conservation will only become more crucial. 

Most people take water for granted, that it has always been in abundance and available, much in the 

same way that electricity or heating are perceived. 

By studying water, where it comes from, how it cycles through the environment and why we are so 

dependent on it, students will develop their systems thinking skills. Most importantly they will also come 

to understand how water connects us intimately with millions of species and with the landscapes and 

wildlife we love. 

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as a school district facilities manager, reduce water consumption and waste within 

the schools?  

 How can we, as water conservation innovators, design a system to reduce water use of one of 

any number of daily water using tasks? 

 How can we, as student conservationists, convince the school board to install water saving 

bottle filling water stations?  

 How can we, as hydrologists, raise awareness around water conservation and its impacts for the 

local economy?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Water Audit | Resources 

https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Water/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Water/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Water/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/Water/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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WOW - Watersheds, Oceans & Wetlands  
 

 

 

No matter where we live, the actions we take impact critical ecosystems as water travels throughout our 

watersheds, filtering through our diminishing wetlands and into our majestic struggling oceans. Through 

behavior change, creative design and innovative technology the future stewards of this planet can 

improve the health of these critical systems. 

Schools can choose to implement any of the three pathways under WOW: Watersheds, Oceans or 

Wetlands.  Separate requirements for each pathway along with tools and resources can be found on the 

next few pages.  
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WOW - Watersheds  
Watershed Education | Aquatic Animal & Plant Species| Riparian Buffers | Natural 

Filtration | Water Cycle | Soil Quality | Water Quality | Land Cover | Runoff | 

Pollution | Upstream | Downstream 

 

How often do you think about water? We drink it, bathe in it, play in it and cook with it. Like many in the 

United States, we don’t give a lot of thought when it comes to water. For most of us it is readily 

accessible. People and wildlife depend on water to live. Every effort must be made to conserve, restore 

and protect our waterways.  

A watershed is an area of land that drains all the streams and rainfall to a common outlet such as the 

outflow of a reservoir, mouth of a bay, or any point along a stream channel. The word watershed is 

sometimes used interchangeably with drainage basin or catchment. Ridges and hills that separate two 

watersheds are called the drainage divide. The watershed consists of surface water--lakes, streams, 

reservoirs, and wetlands--and all the underlying ground water. Larger watersheds contain many smaller 

watersheds. It all depends on the outflow point; all of the land that drains water to the outflow point is 

the watershed for that outflow location. Watersheds are important because the streamflow and the 

water quality of a river are affected by things, human-induced or not, happening in the land area 

"above" the river-outflow point. (USGS)  

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as hydrologists, better educate our community on how water moves through our 

watershed and promote the importance of a healthy watershed? 

 How can we, as water utility managers, educate the community about storm water curb and 

gutter inlets in an effort to reduce harmful pollutants from entering our local waterways? 

 How can we, as conservation biologists, understand the needs of the plant and animal life in our 

local watershed and engage the community in action‐oriented activities that will make a positive 

impact on our watershed ecosystems? 

 How can we, as members of the community, impact what happens downstream in our 

watershed, in an effort to decrease the negative impacts to water quality, quantity and wildlife 

habitat? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Watersheds Audit | Resources  

https://water.usgs.gov/edu/watershed.html
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Watersheds/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Watersheds/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Watersheds/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Watersheds/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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WOW - Oceans  
Climate Change | Pollution | Carbon Sink | Gyres | Acidification | Plastics | 

Wildlife | Bycatch | Overfishing | Invasive Species | Careers 

 

Whether we live near the coast or hundreds of miles away, our world’s oceans provide goods and 

services we all rely on.  (NOAA)  

 The ocean produces over half of the world’s oxygen and stores 50 times more carbon dioxide 

then our atmosphere.  

 Many medicinal products come from the ocean including ingredients to help fight cancer, 

arthritis, Alzheimer’s disease and heart disease. 

 The ocean helps to regulate our climate and weather patterns by constantly transporting heat 

from the equator to the poles.  

 76 percent of all U.S trade involves some form of marine transportation.  

Beyond the goods and services our oceans provide they are also home to well over a million species. 

These include aquatic habitats as diverse as those found on land, from coastal tide pools to coral reefs 

and kelp forests to deep ocean trenches.  There are over 100 marine species listed as endangered or 

threatened under the Endangered Species Act, each playing a critical role in their niche and larger food 

web.  

There are several challenges that face our oceans, below are the top five that are of biggest concern.  

1. Overfishing 

2. Coastal pollution 

3. Habitat destruction 

4. Acidification 

5. Warming  

What can schools do? Education is key to understanding the science, economics and culture related to 

these issues. Through education, awareness and experience our hope is that students will be 

empowered and moved to action that will have lasting positive outcomes.  

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as students concerned about marine wildlife, make an impact even if we live far 

away from the coast? 

 How can we, as marine biologists, raise awareness about the needs of endangered and 

threatened marine species? 

 How can we, as commercial fishermen and women, reduce the impact we have on marine 

ecosystems?  

 How can we, as marine scientists, engage the community on coastal resilience projects? 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Oceans Audit | Resources  

http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/news/june14/30days.html
http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/news/june14/30days.html
http://oceanservice.noaa.gov/news/june14/30days.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/greg-stone/the-five-biggest-threats-_b_5453534.html
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Oceans/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Oceans/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Oceans/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Oceans/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1
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WOW - Wetlands  
Soil Quality | Soil Moisture | Migration | Wildlife Nurseries | Tidal | Non-Tidal | 

Water Quality | Aquatic & Terrestrial Biodiversity | Filtration | Carbon Sinks | 

Green Infrastructure 

 

What is a Wetland? Wetlands are areas where water covers the soil, or is present either at or near the 

surface of the soil all year or for varying periods of time during the year, including during the growing 

season. Water saturation (hydrology) largely determines how the soil develops and the types of plant 

and animal communities living in and on the soil. Wetlands may support both aquatic and terrestrial 

species.  (EPA – Wetlands)  

Wetlands are amazing ecosystems. Economists estimate that one acre of wetlands provides about 

$10,000 worth of ecosystem services7 which include: filtering and recharging drinking water, preventing 

flooding, protecting our coasts from hurricanes and storms and providing habitat for diverse wildlife 

populations. 

Today less than half of our original wetlands remain. Wetlands need our help and need it now. These 

ecosystems are vanishing at such a quick rate in some parts of the country that within our lifetime they 

may just be a memory. Multiple waterfowl and other bird species, along with mammal, reptile, 

amphibian, fish and insect species depend on wetlands for their survival. Forty-five percent of species 

found in wetlands are rare and endangered. (University of Florida)  

 

Driving Questions 

 How can we, as bird watchers, determine if the wetland is a healthy wetland for birds to use 

during migration? 

 How can we, as wetland volunteers, raise awareness about the impacts of downstream runoff on 

our wetlands?  

 How can we, as wetland biologists, determine the health of our wetland’s vertebrate or 

invertebrate species? 

 How can we, as home builders, plan for a new community of homes that does not impact the 

nearby wetland? 

 

 
7  Ecosystem services are defined as benefits obtained from an ecosystem.  

 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND RESOURCES 

Top 10 Tips | Fast Facts | Standards Alignment | Sample Action Plan | Wetlands Audit | Resources  

https://www.epa.gov/wetlands/what-wetland
http://soils.ifas.ufl.edu/wetlandextension/wildlife.htm
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Wetlands/Tips
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Wetlands/Facts
https://www.nwf.org/Home/Eco-Schools-USA/About/National-Standards
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Wetlands/Action-Plan
https://www.nwf.org/Eco-Schools-USA/Become-an-Eco-School/Pathways/WOW/Wetlands/Audit
https://www.nwf.org/-/media/PDFs/Eco-schools/Handbook-Toolkit/Resources-Eco-SchoolsUSAHandbook2017Rev1.ashx?la=en&hash=6266269ACF751340312063EB81FCDAFBC38439F1



