School Climate Action Initiatives

Empowering schools to lead on sustainability, reduce emissions,
and prepare students for a climate-resilient future
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The Impact

Climate-focused initiatives conducted by school districts contribute to reducing the
greenhouse gas emissions while fostering a culture of sustainability and stewardship among
students and staff. Schools contribute to carbon emissions due to their energy consumption,
high level of food wastes, and transportation fleets. As reported by the Harvard Graduate
School of Education, data shows that schools have a large impact on climate, contributing “as
much carbon as 18 coal plants or 18 million homes.”

By implementing climate action strategies, schools not only shrink their environmental
footprint but also play a pivotal role in shaping future generations. They play a crucial role in
educating children and youth on climate solutions firsthand. Education on sustainability can
inspire students to seek careers in environmental fields, become more environmentally
conscious, and serve as ambassadors to educate their friends, families, and community
members.

Description

School climate action initiatives encompass a broad range of strategies aimed at
reducing environmental impact, improving operations, and enriching student learning. Many
districts are now adopting formal Climate Action Plans that outline goals such as improving
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energy efficiency, transitioning to renewable energy, conserving water, minimizing waste, and
promoting sustainable transportation.

Common efforts include installing solar panels, implementing recycling and composting
systems, introducing food waste reduction programs, and shifting away from single-use
materials in school cafeterias. Some schools are advancing eco-friendly construction and
retrofitting buildings to improve performance and reduce emissions. Others are using tools like
sustainability dashboards to monitor and share data on energy and water use, making resource
consumption more transparent for the entire school community.

Importantly, these initiatives extend beyond infrastructure. Districts are embedding
environmental themes into project-based learning, encouraging student leadership, and
partnering with community organizations to support outdoor and agricultural education.

Where It's Been Implemented

The San Diego Unified School District developed a Climate Action Plan to enhance
energy efficiency, increase renewable energy use, and promote water conservation.
Additionally, the district has integrated hands-on sustainability education into its curriculum, and
its investments in solar energy have lowered emissions and operational costs. These efforts
earned the district recognition as an Energy Champion in 2017.

Palo Alto Union School District adopted its Climate Action Plan in 2022, launching
comprehensive waste reduction efforts across campuses. These include the installation of
recycling, composting, and landfill bins, paired with ongoing education for students and staff on
proper waste sorting. The district addresses food waste by donating surplus meals to local
organizations and replacing single-use containers with reusable trays and milk dispensers.

Menlo Park City School District released a draft Climate Action Plan in 2024 that
emphasizes three goals: community engagement, student leadership, and environmental
responsibility. The multi-year strategy lays the groundwork for deeper sustainability integration
into both campus operations and classroom learning.

Sacred Heart Schools in Atherton became the first school in San Mateo County to
implement a comprehensive climate initiative recognized with the Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design (LEED) Platinum certification. Sacred Heart’s sustainable campus
includes a 40 kW solar system, skylight-powered daylighting, low-flow plumbing, and
construction with recycled materials. A student-maintained 10,000-square-foot garden supplies
produce for the cafeteria, linking sustainability efforts directly to student learning and school
meals.

Cabrillo Unified School District fosters environmental stewardship through project-based
learning and strong community partnerships. With support from the county office of education,
the district incorporates environmental justice into curriculum design and promotes outdoor
learning through programs like Little Cunha Farm and agricultural classes at Half Moon Bay
High School. Waste diversion is supported by tri-bin systems and student-led sorting education,
while collaboration with Safe Routes to School advances sustainable transportation
infrastructure. An Environmental Sustainability Committee—established after a student-led
presentation—helps shape district-wide sustainability priorities.

San Mateo Union High School District has achieved notable reductions in water
consumption across its six campuses. For example, Aragon High School cut its monthly water
use by more than two-thirds between September 2022 and June 2023. The district also
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launched a public Sustainability Dashboard that tracks and visualizes data on energy and water
use, helping staff, students, and the broader community understand and reduce their
environmental impact.

Key Drivers

At the federal level, the Climate Pollution Reduction Grant (CPRG)
program—established under the Inflation Reduction Act—allocates nearly $5 billion to states,
municipalities, tribes, and territories to develop and implement Priority Climate Action Plans.
While not school-specific, these plans create opportunities for school districts to align with
regional greenhouse gas reduction goals and access future implementation funding. California
received a planning grant under the CPRG program and has identified transportation
equity—such as expanding access to zero-emission school buses and e-bikes—as one of its
key focus areas.

California’s policy landscape also drives climate-related actions in the education sector.
The AB 32 Climate Change Scoping Plan, developed by the California Air Resources Board,
sets statewide emissions reduction targets and promotes renewable energy adoption across
public institutions, including schools. Though schools are not explicitly required to participate,
the plan reinforces the importance of public sector leadership in reaching carbon neutrality by
2045.

Key Factors for Success

Successful implementation of school climate action initiatives relies on the active
involvement of all stakeholders, including students, families, teachers, staff, administrators, and
local partners. One effective starting point is to collaboratively define what climate action means
in the context of each school’s unique culture and community. Students can help identify current
unsustainable practices and propose improvements, while surveys and conversations with
families can help shape a shared vision rooted in local values. That vision should then guide
strategic plans, policies, and procedures, ensuring that sustainability becomes an integral part
of school operations and identity.

Data transparency and progress tracking also play a key role. Comparing utility and
resource usage year over year helps schools measure the effectiveness of their actions and
identify areas for improvement. Since 2020, the San Mateo County Office of Education has
supported districts by collecting and publishing data through a sustainability dashboard, helping
schools increase accountability and public visibility. The Environmental Literacy and
Sustainability Initiative further supports schools in building and managing these systems.

Equally important is professional development and legislative support. Training for
educators and administrators, along with policies that embed environmental literacy standards
into the curriculum, are essential for translating policy ambitions into day-to-day practices.
These supports ensure that climate action initiatives are meaningful, measurable, and grounded
in the needs of the school community.

Key Obstacles

Schools face a range of challenges that can hinder the development and implementation
of effective climate action initiatives. Overcrowded curricula and academic priorities often leave
little room for climate education or sustainability initiatives. Teachers are expected to cover a
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wide range of mandated subjects, often focused on standardized testing outcomes, which limits
their ability to integrate environmental content. As a result, sustainability efforts are frequently
sidelined unless championed by particularly motivated staff or supported through dedicated
programs.

Lack of teacher training and resources is another major barrier. Many educators report
feeling unprepared to teach climate change due to limited exposure to the topic in their own
education or professional development. A national survey found that a significant percentage of
K-12 teachers had never received training in how to effectively incorporate climate education
into their classrooms. Without structured support, schools struggle to implement curriculum
changes aligned with climate action goals.

Institutional resistance to change can further complicate efforts. Climate change
education is inherently transformative, often encouraging students to question societal systems
and engage in civic action. This transformative potential can conflict with traditional school
structures that prioritize order, conformity, and the transmission of existing norms. As a 2023
review notes, “school systems are often not designed to accommodate education that
challenges the status quo,” which can make systemic climate efforts difficult to embed.

Limited funding and operational capacity also present ongoing challenges. Many schools
lack the budget or staff bandwidth to prioritize sustainability upgrades—such as installing solar
panels, creating green infrastructure, or maintaining school gardens. While some districts are
able to fund improvements through bond measures or grants, many are still playing catch-up on
deferred maintenance and do not have the flexibility to pursue climate-specific projects without
external support.
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