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Introduction

By 2020 all schools in England will be sustainable. Or so the current Government of the United Kingdom would like (Teachernet, 2009). But what does a sustainable school look like? And does it really matter? 
In a previous essay I argued that addressing sustainability in schools is important (Crabbe, 2009). The summary of these arguments is that education is currently unsustainable largely because it is representative of the Modernist era. This era is blamed by many for the current crises facing the planet such as over-consumption, poverty, obesity, climate change, pollution etc (e.g. McIntosh, 2001)  (Huckle J. , 2009). By re-connecting the fragmented model of learning created under a Fordist approach to education we may begin to re-vision schooling as a model for how societies may address such crises. A Fordist approach is named after Henry Ford’s production line model. It is used here to describe an education system that compartmentalises aspects of learning into discrete areas (reduction) in the hope that in the end a complete student emerges. The problem with this is that schools rarely make the connections between the constituent parts of its curriculum and so connections are left to the individual to make (Sterling, 2001).
Sustainable schools, on the other hand, may exhibit quite different attributes such as collaboration, interdependence, place-based learning, socially critical pedagogies, resilience, democracies, holism, low energy demand, diversity and bio-diversity etc. They are likely to reflect an approach to schooling that makes sense of all the connections that were artificially severed under the old (and still largely current) system. A sustainable school can support students to meet the uncertainties of future years (Zurita, 2008).

There is, however, no need to throw the baby out with the bath water. Specialism such as the discrete expertise of subject specialists in (secondary) schools has some merit too (Lambert, 2005). There is a danger that people’s special interests and people’s special skills will become devalued in the drive to becoming more ‘joined up’. Finding the way to use the expertise of its members for the development of the whole community is integral to a sustainable school approach but it must be remembered that schools still operate in a very hierarchical, modernist management structure and tensions may occur as power is re-allocated.
Sustainability should not be an add-on

There are some really impressive ‘sustainable’ schools that are currently used in case studies (Government Office for London, 2007). I imagine that many of these schools are, in truth, not completely sustainable by any rigorous criteria. And this is definitely the case for me and my school, Glebe School. I am proud of our achievements at the school but I get bit embarrassed when people seem to assume that our school must be a mini version of the Eden Project because our case studies are neatly packaged and well distributed (Eden Project, 2009). It isn’t and that version of a ‘sustainability nirvana’ may indeed not be everyone’s vision either. Contesting the assumptions around sustainable schools is crucial. 

Glebe isn’t bluffing though. Amongst the many competing initiatives, we are also trying to become more sustainable. And this may be the problem. Sustainability can not work effectively as an add-on, another initiative like Healthy Schools (UK Government, 2009) or Investors in People (Investors in People, 2009) or a new diploma (Directgov, 2009). A sustainable school should be a school that can manage all of the competing initiatives, can make connections between them and dismiss the ones that create conflicts. Like many schools in the country, we have yet to devise a clear map of a school that is sustainable whilst managing to meet all other Government requirements, subject led initiatives, perceptions of Ofsted etc. 
The Department of Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) have produced a self evaluation tool called the S3. This tool provides a planning framework that aimed at supporting schools to become more sustainable. It is based on the Ofsted self evaluation tool and is a move towards linking the sustainable schools agenda to whole school policy (DCSF, 2008).  This tool is probably less useful to people not versed in the nuances of the sustainable schools agenda and school planning– including students. 
To address this problem I am designing a website which I hope will emerge, after much adaptation, as one map towards becoming a sustainable school (see www.sustainableglebe.co.uk). The ‘website’ map is based on a critical analysis of government thinking which will be outlined in this essay and will eventually aim to provide evidence for my doctorate in education at London South Bank University.
A Framework for Sustainable Schools
To support schools to become more sustainable places DCSF established a sustainable school framework that says that a sustainable school develop an integrated approach across its curriculum, its campus and its community (Teachernet, 2009).  It listed eight ‘doorways to sustainability’ as entry points to addressing sustainability:

· energy and water

· food and drink

· purchasing and waste

· travel and traffic

· buildings and grounds

· local wellbeing

· global dimension

· inclusion and participation

The idea is that if you do some work on energy reduction, for example, you can’t help but begin to address other areas of sustainability. The doorways have been criticised by some as becoming the Holy Grail of sustainable schools but in practice being a superficial green-washing exercise (e.g. Huckle J.). Others have said that they are incomplete – for example biodiversity is notably absent. Nevertheless, as they have become more widely critiqued by practitioners such as members of the London Sustainable Schools Forum the doorways have shown they have the potential to provide a useful framework for schools (Government Office for London, 2009).
An example from my school may help to illustrate this doorways idea. We have started a new scheme to introduce fruit to all students first thing in the morning.  This is a seemingly uncontroversial change that can only add benefit to the students, supporting them to work better, encouraging healthy eating etc. If we take a socially critical approach to sustainable schools, however, the introduction of fruit is no longer simple. The decisions to be made will have impacts beyond the students of my school. 

Through the food and drink doorway to ‘sustainable schools’
Once the fruit reaches the school it is, de-facto, a good thing but how did it get to school, where was it grown, how was it grown, who benefits from the sale of fruit to school children? Bringing fruit into school brings students (whether they are sheltered from it or not) into contact with the real world. Decisions have been made that will have impacts outside of the school walls. Who makes those decisions and on what basis? The fruit we get is seasonal and quite often local but we also get bananas – a staple food item of the British shopping trolley.

If the critical point is price then we logically will choose to buy the cheapest banana. The argument will probably be made that the individual child’s needs from our own school are paramount and there is a limited budget.  We are, however, making a decision that has repercussions on other people’s lives. The student in England is likely to get the banana from a Latin American mega-plantation where individuals with their own rights and needs work in conditions that contravene many of their basic rights. Chemicals are used to speed up the growing process and kill off unwanted pests and that leads to a destruction of the biodiversity in that region. Furthermore, meeting the ‘needs’ of that English child for a banana may put a banana grower out of business in another part of the world, encourage almost slave labour in Latin America and destroy the local bio-diversity of the same region (Shah, 2009). 
By choosing the cheapest banana we are also impacting on the needs of a child in the Windward Islands. Her father and mother have a small banana farm (Farming and Countryside Education (Farming and Countryside Education, 2006). They rely on the UK economy to keep them in business as a result of post colonial legacy(Windward Bananas, 2009). Unfortunately, the purchasing policy of the school may decide that it is not acceptable to spend an extra 20p per banana to buy Fairtrade bananas.
I use this example to illustrate two things: firstly, that whilst we are employed to teach specific students, everything we do will have impacts that reverberate beyond the walls of the school. This should be the idea of the ‘doorway’. It takes us into the real world where the school is recognised as it REALLY is - with fluid boundaries.  It is up to us if we choose to ignore this or make it integral to our pedagogical approach. 

Secondly, any determined effort to become more sustainable will not be easy. It will not be straightforward and it will involve decisions with impacts that not everyone will agree on. In my school for example, the school uses a local supplier for our fruit. Most fruit is locally sourced and concerns such as food miles, local economy etc are well addressed. The school has agreed to pay the extra cost to get Windward bananas from our supplier but often the best he can do is Fairtrade. A local supermarket and Windward bananas have offered to help but this may mean taking business away from our local supplier. At present, we have opted to continue to use the local supplier for our bananas as we look for a solution that is better for all concerned. 
The more the issue is analysed the more complex it becomes. Why, for example, are the Windwards so reliant on the UK economy and why do I care if we, as a school, use them?  

The Windwards are reliant on the UK largely as the residual effect of colonial trade. The Windward Islands were established as banana plantations by the British and have been part of the economy ever since. After the change of free trade rules a special relationship was no longer possible and it led to the massive exploitation of the market by trans-national banana companies (Windward Bananas, 2009). 

But why do the Windwards specifically matter to me? In 2005 I was lucky enough to work on a geography project with Windward banana growers and became much more aware of the impacts of the global banana trade as a result (Farming and Countryside Education, 2006). For example, one of the growers I worked with explained how, although Fairtrade was tough, the criteria were very good for the local area. He now worked in pollution free conditions and his children could swim in the local river. There were benefits from Fairtrade on local infrastructure too like roads and schools but you couldn’t help feeling how fragile the whole situation was. 

Another, however, said that he would be happy to call it un-Fairtrade as long as people kept buying his bananas!

 A visit to the UK distribution centre saw a grower have her whole stock of bananas rejected for export. One or two black specks were spotted on banana skins and these would not be popular in Britain (although they’d be fine in France apparently). When I objected I was told that whilst I may think it outrageous unfortunately the British consumer has been so ‘trained’ into buying blemish free bananas that they would reject them on sight even if they thought they wouldn’t. A few weeks later, to my horror, I caught myself doing this with tomatoes!

While I was there, I questioned whether the Windwards could become self-sufficient – more resilient to the global economy. The answer was yes but at a huge loss to the cash economy of the island which they still were very uncomfortable with doing.
This ‘banana discussion’ is not included here as a side issue. It is directly related to sustainable schools. Once you go through ‘the doorway’, whether it’s one of the designated 8 or your own entry point, you must decide whether and how much to engage. 

Bill Scott and Paul Vare addressed these difficulties in their ESD 1 and 2 models (Scott & Vare, 2007). Using the above example to illustrate this, they suggested that an unquestioned assumption that Fairtrade is good is not an ethical approach to learning and it is most definitely not good ‘sustainable’ practice. A sustainable response to any decision needs to look critically at as many viewpoints as possible. A democratic decision should eventually be taken based on something that most people involved (stakeholders) agree is acceptable (ESD 2). In UK schools this has further complications due to issues of participation, law, power, knowledge etc. (Rahnema, 1992).  Scott and Vare describe the first view, knowledge of Fairtrade, as ESD1 and say it is not invalid. Students need to be aware of how such issues are being discussed in the real world but they need to deal with these themselves from their own contexts and make decisions in collaboration with others.

The Care Agenda

To help us make difficult and complex decisions the DCSF introduced it’s most powerful message of the sustainable schools framework and it was also it’s simplest: the Care Agenda. It argues that a sustainable school should foster an ethos of learning to ‘care for yourself, each other and the environment’. This ethos of care will hopefully be found in all schools but is likely to not always be used critically (Huckle J.). 
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The collaborative learning cycle that I use in my school aims to support students to develop these skills of ‘critical care’ over time and through collaboration with others. It is a basic adaption of the widely used action research cycle but crucially has a collaborative element to it. This type of approach may be described as social learning (Wals, 2007)
The teacher may act as a facilitator here but the students must be part of the decision making process. The teacher may throw ideas into the mix but these ideas need analysis and should not be taken on face value. Eventually agreements are made but these agreements are also to be critiqued.

The Care Agenda is easy to deride or treat as obvious but once it is integral to learning it does challenge us/students to think more critically. Whilst getting cheap bananas may be good for ‘ourselves’ (the individual) the decision does not imply care for ‘each other’ (namely those who lose out in the global market place) and it is likely to have a negative impact on environments around the mega-plantations. 
In collaborative geography lessons the care agenda is very clear and it addresses other government initiatives such as ‘safeguarding’ and ‘community cohesion’ (Ofsted, 2008). Students negotiate projects that they will work on with me and their peers (and sometimes other people in the school/ community). I will act as an arbiter for health and safety, for meeting governmental ordained geography requirements, for ensuring that other people in the school are not adversely affected by any out of classroom learning that takes place and so on. I need to have an understanding of my role and a significant confidence in my subject to be able to ensure that the out of classroom learning is not just ‘being outside’ (although there is even value in this). Questions such as ‘what has it got to do with geography?’ or ‘how will it help the school to become more sustainable?’ or ‘what will you do if anything goes wrong?’ are likely to form part of the dialogue (Crabbe, 2009).

Learning from the real world, outside of the classroom is more than just a useful, fun add-on but something that has real value. This approach refuses to ignore the reality and complexity of the world but to support students to find meaning and make connections and judgements based on developing life experiences with the wisdom and knowledge of others. This approach argues that for students to be safe they need to learn to recognise and manage risk and to learn how to deal with problems as they occur (‘safeguarding’). It teaches greater independence as part of an awareness of our interdependence (‘community cohesion’) (DfES, 2006).  

By learning outside the classroom students must negotiate the use of space. Do they have the permission of others to interrupt other classroom based lessons to recycle their paper? Can they make a film which involves some lively acting outside the classroom window of a literacy lesson? Can they dig a hole in the ground in an area of garden being improved over the winter to grow vegetables in? And so on.

The learning outside the classroom manifesto supports students and teachers to do just that but it is not at the disruption of all else. It recognises that the best practices are supported by meaningful discussion and reflection based on shared knowledge of the teacher and others. It also recognises the logistical difficulties faced by schools. In collaboration with the Royal Geographical Society, I wrote a piece of work entitled sustainable fieldwork which discussed examples of how geographers may deal with these difficulties (Royal Geographical Society, 2009).

The underlying principles here are strong though whatever the subject specialism or learning focus. This approach to learning takes as its premise that learning needs to be flexible not just to the student but to the student on that particular time and day.  Collaboration is seen as a valuable skill students should learn to deal with current and future problems at any scale. The subject specialists have confidence to re-think the approaches to learning about that subject from a more connected and holistic view of the school underpinned by a sustainable schools ethos of care. The subject specialists and other skilled staff should support colleagues to become more skilled and engaged as well. The capacity of a school to become more sustainable is directly related to the number of people learning together.
Nowhere is the lack of consideration of ‘caring for the environment’ more evident in schools than in the purchasing options it makes. Anecdotally, out of all the ‘doorways’, purchasing has been the least addressed (with ‘waste’ probably the most!) and yet consumption is generally acknowledged as one of the biggest drivers of the current crises. The linking of schools with businesses has been much maligned in the ESD world. Writers such as Apple (Apple, 1996) and Chomsky (Chomsky N. , 2000) have been vociferous in their condemnation. The problem for schools is that they are driven to improve and often they need or at least feel they need money to do this to buy more ICT equipment, pay for trips, buy new spades etc. A sustainable schools must acknowledge that schools have links with businesses. They couldn’t survive otherwise but it is important that they uphold strong values and maintain control of these values. This does not prevent critical dialogue with these business.
The danger is that businesses often offer money in return for a variety of favours; meeting corporate responsibility requirements; advertising; access to a pool of potential employers/ consumers and so on. (Huckle J. , Sustainable Schools: responding to the challenges, 2009). 

Resource management by schools is often not connected to the learning experience of students and yet it is integral to schools in England. Budget management is an overarching concern and DOES impact on much of what we do and where we do it. For example, in 2010 the energy issue will hit schools with a bang as Department for Energy and Climate Change force schools to take account of their energy use (DECC, 2009) or fines will be imposed. The danger is that as local authorities become determined to ‘support’ schools to reduce their energy use that they lose site of the ‘core-business’ of schools – learning. 

A sustainable school should learn to become more energy efficient rather than responding to a series of demands from local or central government. This does not mean that local/ central government shouldn’t have a say however. A decision based on local context is still going to be the best decision but it should not dismiss wider knowledge. The impact of school energy use on the carbon footprint of the country is massive. Schools have failed to acknowledge this generally because the core business of learning has refused to engage in energy management.  Even the argument that is used for purchasing all other resources - that it is about spending as little as possible - seems to have been ignored with regards to energy. A sustainable school must challenge this situation. It must demand that reducing energy use is part of the process to becoming sustainable and it should be integral to the learning process too. This does not mean all lessons and all energies should be focused on energy reduction but there should be a deliberate plan to include it (Huckle J. , Sustainable Schools: responding to the challenges, 2009). 

Place-based Learning

The concept of place-based learning can help schools here. It suggests that the place where learning takes place should be the starting point for all learning. Schools, especially secondary schools, have generally not taken this approach. Apart from the PE departments who have ploughed a lonely furrow of work outside of the classroom most schools have confined their learning to within the classroom walls and have learned second hand about the ‘real world’ except on the occasional school journey. As already discussed, learning outside the classroom is accepted by the government as not just invaluable but something that should be integral to learning. Without any change to the national curriculum and existing exam syllabuses every traditional subject can address many aspects of their requirements through place(i.e.school)-based learning (Gruenewald, 2003). 

Place-based learning takes all issues from the point of view of where we are now – where we are situated. If we consider the banana issue from earlier (a study of the difficult issue of what to do with regards to a child getting a banana): Geography can address the issues of climate and why we can’t (easily!) grow bananas in Bromley and where bananas are grown; Maths can make sense of all the varying costings to the school and to the suppliers including the payments made to the growers; English can write letters to various stakeholders; History can consider the development of the global market economy and the banana trade and it’s connection to slave trade as well as pointing out the current critique of some large scale plantations as 21st century plantations and so on.

Place-based learning mixed with a socially critical pedagogy necessarily critiques every aspect of school life – the energy used, the contested use of space, the use of time, the biodiversity, the school dinners, the national curriculum but it also explicitly acknowledges and engages in the connections of that ‘bounded’ school space to the wider world. It acknowledges the place of schools in the local community and it accepts that it has remained insulated from this community (Gruenewald, 2003) (Huckle J. , Sustainable Schools: responding to the challenges, 2009).
Instead of talking in the language of the market economy we should be thinking about the sustainable development of our schools.  Sustainable schools – or at least those that are trying to become more sustainable (whether they use the term or not) – recognise the real value of community. They see the school itself as a learning community and recognise the potential of working with a wider, diverse, connected, real community. Schools are not competing businesses in a global market economy but places where students are learning to try and improve their own life and the world now and in the future.

The incessant demand for progress in schools challenges all those who argue for place-based learning and call for sustainable schools. For example, t isn’t always possible to improve exam grades year on year because there may be other constraints that cannot be changed. We should be more concerned with how far each student has developed since they arrived at the school – not just academically but as a whole person. Even this response to education has its own problems because it encourages an individualistic approach to learning. It may replace the Fordist approach to curriculum with an approach that neglects to consider society and the environment (Huckle J. , An analysis of New Labour’s policy on Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) with particular reference to socially critical approaches.). 

The Every Child Matters Agenda (ECM) is often used as the entry point for schools considering how to address sustainability (DCSF, 2009). Its very inception came from a desire for more connected, collaborative thinking between children’s professionals as a result of the Victoria Climbie tragedy (DCSF, 2003).  A place-based learning approach to schools should find such an approach to be common sense. ECM is useful to advocates of sustainability because it is an important criteria used to judge schools under the Ofsted Inspection Framework (Ofsted, 2009). As a result Headteachers take it very seriously. 
ECM says that students should be healthy; should stay safe; should enjoy and achieve their school life; should make a contribution to the community and the environment; and should be helped to achieve economic well-being. Whilst generally acknowledged as positive it was critiqued for not addressing environmental concerns. A follow up report by the Sustainable Development Commission called Every Child’s future Matters included the extra main areas: addressing climate change and experiencing the outdoor world (SD-Commission, 2009). 
In November 2009 Ofsted are due to report again on sustainability in schools which will probably refer to ECM –previous reports were well received (e.g. Ofsted, 2003). My school was one of the pilot schools for this three year longitudinal study. If it is seen to positively reinforce the need for schools to become more sustainable it is likely to be waived in many a suspicious Headteacher’s direction by lone ‘sustainability’ advocates all over the country. But is this really the way sustainability should be introduced. Is fear the best way to persuade schools to change?

Ofsted have produced some challenging responses to education in the 21st century. An example of this was their follow up report to the Learning Outside the Classroom manifesto which was seen as a breath of fresh air to many advocates of ‘real-world learning’ (Tomes, 2008). The work by Ofsted to drive forward sustainability with its existing reports and the currently awaited one suggest a desire to improve the education system and to ensure that students (and parents) needs are met. 

If Ofsted really believe in an approach to sustainable schools which has an ethos of care they must recognise their role in education as powerful but not abuse their power. By becoming partners in schooling they are likely to become much more effective than by the use of fear. The words ‘safeguarding’ and ‘community cohesion’ should not send shivers down the spine of educators but should be recognised as an indispensible aspect of a sustainable school that tries to meet the needs of its students.
Conclusion

Maslow is often quoted when discussing ‘needs’ and his much quoted Hierarchy of Needs  (Wikipedia, 2009) argues that the basic needs of people must be met before their higher needs can begin to happen. This is often illustrated in schools by the student who performs better after a breakfast than on mornings without food. Or by the student who is too distressed by family problems to focus on work. 
But how much are these needs seen as an inconvenience in schools? A sustainable school will recognise these aspects of the real world as crucial and will provide the necessary care. It will also not wait for emergencies to happen but build these more basic needs into the framework of the day.
A Sustainable School is a place where learning should be fun, interesting and stimulating. It should engage students in real world issues but not fill them with impossible challenges. Imagination and creativity – the preserves of books and artists and musicians – are just as essential as gardening skills or careful resource management. A sustainable school should have buildings that teach – solar panels and computers powered by wind turbines and all will be food composted and music will be heard down the corridors. It will have a fluid border that, whilst ensuring the safety of the children, will see visitors sharing their skills and knowledge with students. School trips will be in carbon neutral vehicles and so on.
The main factor about sustainable schools is that they will be places which will create a better world. They may even provide answers where others have failed. The New Internationalist magazine says that the Copenhagen summit on Climate Change will fail (Worth, 2009). It says that climate change is happening and that the United Nations will fail to deliver in time. But it also claims that that ordinary people will step up and make the necessary difference. Schools are well placed to do this. Working with students forces you to consider the future. Students will have to adapt to new situations never before seen. They will have to deal with the repercussions of previous generations uncritical actions.

People should be happier because of sustainable schools. The environment should be improved because of them and futures should be brighter because of them. Sustainable schools will achieve this by collaboration.  Not by assuming they have all the answers but by accepting that they should try together to find them and learn from the process as well as the outcomes.
Sustainable schools should become beacons of learning and hope.
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