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“First we shape our buildings; 
thereafter, they shape us.” 

- Winston Churchill
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Have you ever wondered, 
‘What shape are we creating 
for our future generations?’ 
In the past, schools were 
typically designed to only meet 
minimum standards in building 
codes and did not provide 
comfortable, productive and 
healthy work environments for 
students and teachers.  

Today, Green Building Councils 
around the globe are actively 
raising standards by working 
with building industries to 
develop greener schools. 
Better designed schools 
improve the health and 
learning of the students while 
using resources efficiently 
and reducing environmental 
impacts.

WHAT ARE THE 
CHARACTERISTICS OF  
A GREEN SCHOOL?
Green schools are designed and constructed to:

•	 Use less energy in operation through energy-efficient 
building design 

•	 Demonstrate high indoor air quality leading to 
improved learning outcomes

•	 Eliminate toxic materials from places where children 
learn and play

•	 Employ day lighting strategies and improved 
classroom acoustics

•	 Conserve fresh drinking water and help manage 
storm water runoff through the use of rainwater 
collection

•	 Decrease the burden on municipal water and 
wastewater treatment through water recycling and 
water efficient appliances and fittings

•	 Encourage waste management efforts and recycling 
through separation opportunities to reduce demand 
on local landfills and benefit the local community and 
region

•	 Provides interactive environmental education 
with an emphasis on sustainability and resource- 
conservation education.
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THE BENEFITS OF  
GREEN SCHOOLS 
Green Schools are designed to provide comfortable, 
productive and healthy work environments for students 
and teachers. Both students and teachers enjoy learning 
and working in green schools because:

•	 Daylight and views enhance performance

•	 High indoor air quality improves health and 
concentration

•	 Excellent acoustics boost learning potential

•	 Comfortable indoor temperature increase occupant 
satisfaction. 

There is a large body of research linking health and 
productivity with specific attributes of building design. 
The Greening America’s Schools: Costs and Benefits1  
study found that green schools and universities in the 
United States had delivered:

•	 a  41.5 per cent improvement in the health of student 
and teachers (such as reduced incidence of asthma, 
flu, respiratory problems and headaches)

•	 up to 15 per cent improvement in student learning 
and productivity

•	 up to 25 per cent improvement on test scores due to 
good lighting and ventilation. 

A study in the UK2 found that school layouts can 
influence a child’s development by as much as 25 per 
cent, positively or negatively. The study found that six 
classroom design factors — colour, choice, connection, 
complexity, flexibility and light — were clearly correlated 
with grade scores.

The Heschong Mahone Daylighting Study showed 
a dramatic correlation between day lit school 
environments and student performance, including:

•	 20 per cent faster progression in mathematics

•	 26 per cent faster progression in reading

•	 Increased performance of 5 to 10 per cent when 
students had window views.3 These studies 
demonstrate that better building design correlates 
with increased wellbeing and productivity. 

1 Gregory Kats, Greening America’s Schools: Costs and Benefits, A 
capital E Report, October 2006
2 Peter Barrett, et al, A holistic, multi-level analysis identifying the 
impact of classroom design on pupils’ learning, School of the Built 
Environment, Maxwell Building, University of Salford, Salford M5 4WT, 
UK
3 Heschong Mahone Group, Daylighting in Schools: An investigation into 
the relationship between daylighting and human performance, Heschong 
Mahone Group, Fair Oaks, California, 20 August 1999



GLOBAL SNAPSHOT: THE GREENING OF SCHOOLS 5

WHO IS THE WORLD GREEN 
BUILDING COUNCIL?
The World Green Building Council is a network of 
national green building councils from around the 
world, making it the largest international organisation 
influencing the green building marketplace. Green 
building councils are member-based organisations 
that partner with industry and government the 
transformation of their building industries towards 
sustainability through the adoption of green building 
practices. On the ground in more than 90 countries, 
GBCs create change in their local markets as a way to 
globalise environmentally and socially responsible 
building practices. Our mission is to facilitate the 
global transformation of the building industry towards 
sustainability through market driven mechanisms.

THE WAY IN WHICH GBCs  
ARE INFLUENCING SCHOOLS
Green Building Councils are promoting the design, 
construction, operation and maintenance of green 
schools through a number of different avenues; 
including their promotion of environmental 
sustainability rating tools, green building education 
resources and the incorporation of sustainability 
concepts into school curricula.  

Hong Kong Green Building Council (HKGBC) has 
created a practical guide to assist schools with the 
implementation of energy and environmental initiatives. 
The guide provides ideas and resources on the design, 
construction and operation of green buildings. To 
nurture creative thinking in students and encourage 
them to learn about green building concepts, the 
HKGBC has established ‘My Green Space’ green building 
competition among local primary and secondary 
school students. The winning entries have been 
displayed at a popular shopping mall to promote and 
inspire green building ideas in the wider community. 
To further enhance students’ knowledge on green 
buildings and expose them to real projects using the 
latest green building technology, HKGBC also organises 
training workshops and tours regularly for primary and 
secondary school students.

In Singapore, the Singapore Green Building Council 
(SGBC) has recently launched the Green Schools 
Initiative, which includes sustainability themed training 
resources that help students and schools better 
appreciate the various aspects of a green building. It 
is hoped that the Green Schools Initiative will not only 
create a future generation who value the importance of 
acting sustainably, but who can immediately bring the 
green message to their parents — the current generation 
of consumers.

In the U.S, the challenge of greening schools was 
immense as the average age of their schools is close to 
fifty years4. In order to meet this challenge, the U.S. Green 
Building Council created the Center for Green Schools, to 
drive the transformation of all schools into sustainable 
and healthy places to live, learn, work and play. 

The New Zealand Green Building Council (NZGBC) uses 
the Green Star – Education rating tool to advocate the 
design and construction of green schools. Green Star 
evaluates environmental initiatives and impacts across 
a spectrum of categories, and the tool requires the 
environmental attributes of the school also function 
as learning resources.  A certified rating is awarded 
to schools that can demonstrate this and verifies that 
sustainability requirements were met in design and 
construction. As the rating is third party certified, it 
provides credibility to the schools’ sustainability claims 
and has helped to generate community and media 
interest in schools. Within New Zealand, the Ministry of 
Education supported the development of the Green Star 
tool and has developed policy that provides incentives 
to new schools that commit to achieving a 5 Green Star 
Education Built rating.  This in turn, encourages the 
industry to adopt green building best practice.

A Green Star rating also demonstrates to the 
school’s community that the school is committed to 
sustainability. In Australia, schools with a Green Star 
rating, attract teachers and students who appreciate the 
high quality learning environment.  

Some rating tools require re-certification of the school, 
such as LEED 2009 for Existing Buildings, which assists 
schools to continue on the green path. Schools certified 
under this LEED rating must be re-certified at least once 
every five years. 

4 Mark Schneider, Do School Facilities Affect Academic Outcomes? 
National Clearinghouse For Educational Facilities, November, 2002
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Not all green schools need to be new buildings. For 
example, in Romania a refurbished 112 year old world 
heritage building has been transformed into a green 
school and is now included in the UNESCO list.

Green schools inspire and engage students with 
environmental issues. A green school is an interactive 
teaching tool, educating the next generation of 
sustainable leaders through hands-on learning. At 
Rochester School in Colombia, the school is located in a 
natural setting and was conceived as a “living textbook”, 
with interactive energy monitoring and flexible teaching 
spaces. 

Green Schools do not just focus purely on the facility 
within the school grounds but also consider how they 
are connected to the community. Schools can play 
an important part in the development of greener 
communities through location and developing plans to 
reduce traffic congestion.

SPOTLIGHT ON THE U.S. 
CENTER FOR GREEN 
SCHOOLS
The Center for Green Schools was established by the 
U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC), to drive the 
transformation of U.S. schools. The Center believes that 
everyone, from the kindergartner entering the classroom 
to the Ph.D. student performing research in a lab, should 
have the ability to learn in green buildings.

The Center works directly with teachers, students, 
administrators, elected officials and communities to 
create programs, resources and partnerships that 
transform all schools into healthy learning environments.

High-performing schools result in high-performing 
students, and green schools go far beyond bricks and 
mortar. The Center sees an opportunity to educate a new 
generation of leaders – sustainability natives – capable 
of driving global market transformation.

The Center has made their greening school campaign 
global through the “Green Apple” project. Green Apple is 
a global movement to put all children in schools where 
they have clean and healthy air to breathe, where energy 
resources are conserved and where they can be inspired 
to dream of a brighter future. The Green Apple project 
currently has 180 international projects happening in 49 
countries. On September 29, 2012, the first-ever Green 
Apple Day of Service was held and featured projects in 
nearly 1,300 communities around the world.  

The Center for Green Schools, is also acknowledging 
Green Schools around the world through their 
competition for the Greenest School on Earth.

http://mygreenapple.org/ 
http://centerforgreenschools.org/greenestschool
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Câlnic School 
TRANSYLVANIA, ROMANIA

Câlnic School is a primary and middle school situated in 
the heart of Transylvania/ Romania, where 120 students 
from 6 to 14 years old are studying. The small community 
of 3,000 people is proud to have its school building - an 
old world heritage building included in the UNESCO 
list - participate in the RoGBC’s project: “Greening our 
Schools.” This project is a complex one, combining two 
directions:

•	 ecological education of the 120 students, of the 26 
teachers of this school and of the local authority – the 
owner of the Câlnic school;

•	 refurbishment of the building, ensuring the highest 
possible green criteria.

All schools in Romania interested in expanding 
their efforts to change the design, construction and 
operation of education facilities with the objective 
of engaging children’s learning experiences were 
invited to participate in a contest to win a substantial 
prize package to green their school. The contest was 
organized in partnership with the Ministry of Education, 
Research, Youth & Sport. To be eligible to win, schools in 
Romania had to conceive, upload, and conduct a “green 
project or event” that emphasized the importance of 
taking better care of the environment, the importance 
of educational establishments in the context of 
improving health for the users of the school buildings, 
reducing absenteeism, obtaining better results in study 
performance and the diminishing of maintenance costs 
and energy consumption for the national educational 
system.  Calnic Middle School has been chosen among 
other 6 kindergarten and schools around Romania. 
The goal of the “Building Greener Schools” campaign 
was to take action to renovate and construct Romania’s 
kindergartens, schools and universities toward better 
environmental and energy performance. 

RoGBC plays as a catalyst of different green building 
professionals: architects, engineers, consultants and 
others willing to contribute to the refurbishment of 

this 112 years old UNESCO heritage school building. 
The substantial green renovation includes planning 
and design services, project management, ecological 
building materials and coatings, sustainable landscaping, 
and energy efficient and renewable energy solutions.

The ecological education complements the green 
renovation works and constitutes an important factor to 
raise awareness among students, educators community 
and authorities on the benefits a green building brings 
both to students’ health and quality of education.

Turning Câlnic school into a greener one is expected 
to add a social valence to Greening Schools project as 
well, by reducing absenteeism among children coming 
from poor families, and by stimulating social inclusion of 
Rroma children, who represent 85% of the students.

A success project will be a project that can be replicated. 
This is what RoGBC is aiming: to spread this greening 
project to other schools.

It is hoped that the greening of Câlnic School will reduce 
absenteeism among children coming from poor families, 
and stimulate social inclusion of Rroma children, who 
represent 85% of the students.
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Ion Neculce High-
School BUCHAREST, ROMANIA

Acoustics plays an important role in the learning process 
in classrooms. At Ion Neculce High School, Bucharest, 
improved voice clarity and absorption of reflected 
sounds will be achieved through a combination of 
ecological materials and scientific design.

New ceiling tiles, which use a plant-based binder instead 
of a petrochemical based binder and contain 70% 
recycled glass, will be retrofitted into the school’s larger 
laboratory by the end of this school year. The laboratory 
is used by students from different classes, which will 
allow as many students as possible to benefit from this 
retrofitting project.

Rochester School  
CHÍA, COLOMBIA

Rochester School is located on the outskirts of Bogotá, in 
a natural forest area. The design concept was conceived 
as a “living textbook” with futuristic learning spaces and 
an atmosphere which encourages learning. 

The school consists of five main blocks for Pre-School to 
High School, as well as an “Audeteria” (auditorium and 
cafeteria) with 12 art classrooms, a chapel, a 384 people 
cafeteria, a snack bar, and a specialized theatre that seats 
600 people. Even with this large array of educational 
areas, the school’s buildings only occupy 23 per cent of 
the site, with the remaining grounds containing sports 
courts, green space and walkways. 

Several green initiatives have been included in the 
design. The school’s two swimming pools and dressing 
rooms are heated with solar collectors and electric 
heat pumps. While, twelve per cent of the electricity 
demands of the campus are provided by a 20kWp solar 
photovoltaic array. 

The school has reduced potable water consumption 
by 35%, through their water treatment plant, which 
provides tertiary treatment for wastewater. This treated 
water is recycled for toilet flushing and irrigation. 
Students and teachers study and monitor these green 
initiatives, as part of the school’s curriculum. 

Within classrooms, acoustics, LED and natural diffused 
light are automatically monitored and controlled. The use 
of state of the art electronics, such as tablets and energy 
efficient TVs, is aimed to facilitate and promote higher 
order thinking and learning. 

Perhaps the most interesting feature is the open learning 
hubs. Four to five classrooms are located around an 
extended learning area to form clusters, so a common 
space for teaching the same grade or discipline is 
created. This facilitates group teaching and offers flexible 
spaces for students and teachers. It promotes a sense of 
belonging as teachers and students feel as one big family 
sharing the building.

Rochester School is registered to achieve the LEED Silver 
certification.
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Kimi Ora School 
WELLINGTON, NEW ZEALAND

Kimi Ora School is a special needs school that caters for 
a diverse range of students aged from five to twenty 
one years of age. Kimi Ora means “seeking well being 
in health” or “to be made whole.” The school was the 
first education building to obtain both a 5 Green Star 
Education Design and Built certified rating in New 
Zealand.  The building creates a comfortable working 
environment for students and staff and reduces 
the impact the building and its users have on the 
environment throughout the buildings lifetime.

The school was designed to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions in operation by more than a 75% compared 
to a typical school. The indoor environmental quality 
is improved through the use of low VOC paints and 
mixed mode ventilation. Natural lighting is maximised 
with over 90% of the school’s area within 8 meters of an 
external view. The building is constructed from 100% 
recycled steel; with over 50% Forest Stewardship Council 
(FSC) certified timber and locally sourced landscaping 
materials. Fresh drinking water is conserved and storm 
water runoff is reduced through the use of rainwater 
collection and water efficient fittings.

Innovation points were award to the school for the 
numerous building attributes that functioned as 
learning resources. This included the design of see-
through panels in the walls and ceiling of the interior 
showing the construction works of the building. The 
designs of the inner-courtyard and small timber ‘fort’ 
also provide a learning experience as they represent a 
range of textures, steps and ramps that the students will 
experience during everyday life.

CONCLUSION 
Whether you are a parent, teacher, school staff member, 
student, or community member, you can be involved 
in greening your local school. There are many different 
projects you can do to benefit your local school. A list of 
suggested projects can be found on the “Green Apple” 
project website (http://mygreenapple.org/ ). Discuss 
possible ideas with your local school and see if they have 
any green goals that they are working towards.

Once you have agreed an idea, develop a project plan 
by defining your desired outcome. The more specific 
and detailed your metrics for success are, the easier it 
will be for you to determine exactly what you need to 
prepare beforehand.  Share your proposed project with 
your local Green Building Council (GBC). GBCs can assist 
with taking your project further and gaining support 

from local industry. Through working together we can 
influence government policies and provide incentives 
to industry to adopt green building best practice for all 
schools. 

After all, green schools are simply better designed 
learning environments. These green schools increase 
wellbeing and productivity, while also reducing 
the impact the building and its users have on the 
environment.  

CONTACTS AND LINKS: 
WGBC www.worldgbc.org 

USGBC www.usgbc.org

GBCA www.gbca.org.au

NZGBC www.nzgbc.org.nz

HKGBC www.hkgbc.org.hk

SGBC www.sgbc.sg

RoGBC www.rogbc.org

Colombia  
GBC www.cccs.org.co

http://www.worldgbc.org
http://www.usgbc.org
http://www.gbca.org.au
http://www.nzgbc.org.nz
http://www.hkgbc.org.hk
http://www.sgbc.sg
http://www.rogbc.org
http://www.cccs.org.co

