
Fox River Academy 
Appleton Area School District

A public environmental charter 
school serving students in grades one 
through eight in the Appleton Area 
School District, the Fox River 
Academy was established upon the 
core belief that environmental edu-
cation is a lifelong learning process 
important in developing good stu-
dents and citizens.

Each school day, the Fox River 
Academy lives up to that mission by 
exposing students to numerous 
environmental learning opportuni-
ties. In addition to being located 
near the Fox River, the school has 

five school gardens, one of which is 
wheelchair accessible. The school is 
also involved in a citizen science 
program at a nearby lake, and has 
completed a large-scale restoration 
of a 36-acre wetland. Principal Lori 
Leschisin said the wetland had been 
an eyesore, with trash accumulating 
and non-native species taking over. 

“It was basically a big weed bed,” 
Leschisin said. “But then our students 
went in there and completely brought 
it back to its original state.”

Students planted native plant 
species, put up bird feeders, and even 
installed benches to attract people to 
the area, which borders a city park.

The school has also taken steps to 
reduce the amount of waste it pro-

duces. Fox River Academy maintains 
multiple composting bins, including 
vermicomposting, which allow stu-
dents to compost snack and lunch 
waste, and learn about the flow of 
energy and nutrients.  The school 
also composts yard wastes, and uses 
composted material to enrich the soil 
for their gardens.

Between a partnership with the 
city of Appleton and the Appleton 
Area School District, the Fox River 
Academy helps maintain and operate 
the Fox River Academy Green 
Teaching Building. The building, 
which houses Fox River Academy 
fifth- and sixth-grade students, was 
retrofitted with green features 
including technologies for lighting, 

This year, the U.S. Department of Education recognized four schools and 
one school district in Wisconsin as Green Ribbon Schools. Only California 
and Washington had as many schools recognized as Wisconsin. With some 
of the best resources and organizations supporting environmental education 
in Wisconsin, the state has become a leader in environmental education.

This article provides a glimpse into some of the initiatives and work that 
this year’s Wisconsin Green Ribbon Schools are undertaking. 
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heating, and water conservation. 
The building recently installed 
demonstration solar panels, allowing 
students to calculate and monitor 
energy use. 

Naturally, the school’s curriculum 
also emphasizes a focus on environ-
mental issues. Students address 
sustainability topics such as energy, 
transportation, recycling, wildlife, 
forestry, and water conservation.  
In addition, the school has started  
a service-learning project that will 
allow students to work with the city 
of Appleton to attain Bird City USA 
designation.

Lessons, which often take place 
outdoors, are hands-on and collabo-
rative. The school’s website says, 

“Students who are inquisitive and 
benefit from hands-on learning 
would love Fox River.” 

 “Everything they do is connected 
to the environment,” Leschisin says. 

Summit Environmental School 
School District of La Crosse

Only a couple years ago, Summit 
Environmental School was experi-
encing declining enrollment. Mean-
while, schools on the north side of La 
Crosse were overcrowded. Principal 
Dirk Hunter said it was obvious the 
school needed a rejuvenation. 

When he first arrived at Summit 

Environmental School nearly 20 
years ago, there was interest to 
form a school focused on environ-
mental literacy. However, it wasn’t 
until the 2010-11 school year that 
the school began transitioning to an 
environmental choice school. 
During the transition process, 
school leaders reached out to staff, 
school committees, and community 
members. In the early stages, the 
school partnered with the Wis-
consin Center for Environmental 
Education, which gave training for 
staff, provided supplies and 
resources, and offered on-going, 
onsite support for staff. In addition, 
the school established partnerships 
with a number of organizations and 

Students at Summit Environmental School 
in La Crosse benefit from having access to 
the Mississippi River near their school. 
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community partners such as the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Department, the 
Mississippi Valley Archeology 
Center, the Upper Midwest Environ-
mental Sciences Center, and others.

“We have well-established part-
nerships with dozens of community 
partners and it’s been invaluable for 
us,” Hunter said.

The school revised its mission and 
vision and all teaching staff are now 
certified Project WET/WILD educa-
tors, which are programs that help 
educators teach about wildlife, 
habitat and water resources. 

Today, the school is thriving. 
After raising about $18,000, the 
school improved its grounds in order 
to provide enhanced outdoor 
learning including a habitat garden, 
food garden, and outdoor class-
room, which was built using recy-
cled and natural materials. The 
school’s location also provides envi-
ronmental learning opportunities. 
The school sits on French Island on 
the Mississippi River. There is a 
wooded area bordering the school 
and a nearby community park. In 
addition, the school sits near a flood 
plain and the back waters, which 
provide more learning opportunities. 
Teachers also utilize the school’s 
landscape features as a part of 
regular curriculum and outdoor 
activities.

“When we go outside, it really gets 
our students excited about their 
learning,” Hunter said. “When you are 
outside it increases those senses and 
enhances those learning experiences.”

Each grade level is also partnered 
with an environmental agency in the 
community. Students take field trips 
to their community partner’s work-
place or job site and the community 
partners visit the school to share 
their knowledge and expertise.  

Students also play a role through 
the Environmental Education club. 
Meeting weekly, students collectively 
identify energy saving practices, 
present findings to classrooms, draft 
articles for the school newsletter, and 
write school recommendations. Club 

activities include cleaning up the 
school forest, building benches,  
and conducting research on environ-
mental topics.

“Our desire at Summit Elementary 
is to create authentic learning experi-
ences focusing on environmental 
interests of the students,” said Hunter. 

Westlawn Elementary School 
Cedarburg School District

Students are taking environmental 
education into their own hands at 
Westlawn Elementary School. Among 
other projects, the students are 
involved in restoring a six-acre plot of 
woodland, known as the Westlawn 
Woods. The school is working with 
several partners to remove invasive 
species and build paths through the 
woods, which border the school.

“Before we started, it was just 
one wild, overgrown tangle of 
woods,” says Principal Paul Sanders.

The school has been working with 
a nearby nature center, the Depart-
ment of Natural Resources, and a 
community group to help manage the 
woods. Sanders said Phyllis McKenzie 
of the Riveredge Nature Center helped 

draw up a six-year restoration  
plan for the woods, which includes 
removing invasive species such as 
buckthorn and burdock and planting 
native trees. A community group, the 
Dad’s Club, helped the school remove 
the non-native species of trees, 
arriving with chainsaws in hand.  
Since work began three years ago, the 
school has planted nearly 500 native 
trees. In addition to planting trees and 
building walking paths, the students 
have put in bird feeders and removed 
trash from their woods.

In the school, students have 
played a large role in energy moni-
toring and conservation. Students 
conduct energy audits and collect 
data such as temperatures in the 
classrooms, the number/types of 
bulbs and windows in the school,  
and appliances used in the school, 
and evaluate the school’s heating and 
cooling costs. From their audits, 
students submit recommendations  
to the school.

Sanders said the audits have 
resulted in reduced energy consump-
tion. Lights are turned off if they are 
not being used. Some light switches 
have been being taped in the off posi-
tion so that they are not turned on 
unnecessarily during the school day. 
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School District of Fort Atkinson

When it comes to renewable energy, 
the School District of Fort Atkinson 
has long been recognized as one of 
the leading school districts in the 
state. In 2005, the district was one 
of the first to install a geothermal 

system in a school. Since then the 
district has taken off in its efforts to 
reduce energy usage in its facilities. 
This year, the district was just one of 
14 districts in the country to be 
recognized by the Green Ribbon 
program. 

The district now has a solar hot 
water system for its swimming 
pools, a solar voltaic (solar panels) 
at four of its schools, and a wind 
turbine at the high school, which 
generates about 5 or 6 percent of the 
energy used at the high school.

“All of these systems are used by 
the classrooms in one way or 
another,” said Dennis Kuchenmeister, 
director of buildings and grounds.

During the 2011-12 school year 
alone, the district reduced its energy 
usage by 6 percent.

However, the district isn’t just 
focused on reducing its energy usage. 
When it comes to environmental 
education, the district is also a leader 
in the classroom. Each of the district’s 
six schools has a Green Team, which 
leads their school’s efforts in recycling 
and environmental education. The 
Green Team at one school was respon-
sible for converting the entire district 
from disposable plastic lunch utensils 
to reusable stainless steel, which has 

greatly reduced the 
amount of waste.

At the high 
school, courses 
include a natural 
resources class and 
a green technolo-
gies course. The 
school is also 
developing a 
STEM program 
focused on green 
technologies. The 
program will 
revamp some of 
the school’s tradi-
tional technology 
education courses 
by focusing on 
green building 
materials and 
energy efficiency 
systems such as 
solar and wind.

The district is focused on con-
tinuing to reduce it energy usage and 
improve its environmental education 
efforts. One of the district’s loftier 
goals is to get one of its schools down 
to net zero energy — meaning the 
school would produce all of the 
energy it needs onsite. If that were to 
happen, Kuchenmeister believes it 
would be one of the first public 
schools in the nation to achieve net 
zero energy usage. Until then, Superin-
tendent Jeff Zaspel said the district is 
focused on continuous improvement.

“We’re nowhere near done,” 
Zaspel said. “We have momentum 
and we want to keep building.” n

Anderson is editor of Wisconsin School News.

The Westlawn Elementary School  
devoted a special day to the launch of their  
participation in the Green & Healthy  
Schools Wisconsin programs. 

The Fort Atkinson School District was one of 14 districts nation-
wide to be recognized by the Green Ribbon Schools program. 
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Environmental  
Education 

RESOURCES

Wisconsin Environmental  
Education Board

The WEEB is a consensus- 
building group on  

environmental education  
issues in Wisconsin, promoting 

environmental education in  
all segments of society.

www4.uwsp.edu/cnr/weeb

Wisconsin Center for  
Environmental Education
The WCEE assists in the  

development, dissemination, 
implementation and evaluation 

of teacher and student  
K-12 EE programs.

www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/wcee

Environmental Education  
in Wisconsin

This organization is devoted  
to promoting and developing 

environment education in  
Wisconsin. Also, includes 

resources and news related  
to environmental education  

in Wisconsin.
eeinwisconsin.org
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