
 F or the second year in a row, 
Wisconsin led the nation 
with the most schools recog-
nized by the U.S. Depart-

ment of Education Green Ribbon 
Program. A total of five Wisconsin 
schools and one school district were 
honored for reducing their environ-
mental impact, improving health and 
wellness among staff and students, 
and for providing effective environ-
mental and sustainability education.

Here is a look at some of the 
educational opportunities and green 
initiatives taking place at Wiscon-
sin’s Green Ribbon Schools.

Park Elementary School 
Middleton-Cross Plains Area 
School District

 Park Elementary School holds a 
number of environmental-re-

lated events and projects throughout 
the school year, but, most impor-
tantly, students learn the “why” 
behind the events.

Earlier this year, students held a 
“seed stomp.” Thousands of native 
plant seeds were collected and spread 
across a newly cleared area by the 
school and then the entire school body 

stomped the seeds into the ground. 
“Just like the native bison did hun-
dreds of years ago,” kindergarten 
teacher Amie Callies said.

But before that event took place, 
students in each grade learned about 
the importance of native plants. Third-
grade students visited class rooms and 
talked about why native plants are 
important to the local environment and 
the role they play in the ecosystem.

“There is always a ‘why’ behind 
what we do,” Callies said.

The school also benefits from its 
semi-rural location in Cross Plains. 
“We are very fortunate that we have 
a lot of ecosystems students can 
experience,” she said. 
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The school has a remnant prairie 
located on top of a hill behind the 
school. A remnant prairie is an 
original, native prairie that has 
survived on a site to the present day 
but was once part of a larger orig-
inal landscape. The school has a 
large forest, vegetable garden, and a 
rain garden with thousands of native 
prairie plants.

Partnerships have played a big 
role in the creation of the rain 
garden and other school projects. In 
2006, Plastic Ingenuity, a local 
business, approached Callies about 
building a rain garden on the 
school’s grounds. A rain garden is a 
shallow depression filled with native 

shrubs and plants and landscaped 
with stone or bark mulch. It is 
designed to capture and soak up 
rainwater runoff from a roof or 
other impervious areas. It benefits 
the local watershed by filtering and 
capturing stormwater runoff and 
can also provide habitat for wild-
life. Callies secured a $20,000 grant 
and Plastic Ingenuity built the 
garden with the help of students.

“The kids did all of the work,” 
Callies said. “They put the plants in 
the ground and made a public 
service announcement.”

While students helped get the rain 
garden started, Plastic Ingenuity con-
tinues to maintain it today. 

“Our older students can tell you 
exactly how the rain garden benefits 
our school grounds and local water-
shed because they learned about it as 
part of their science curriculum,” 
Callies said. 

Almost all classes in the school 
experience the different ecosystems 
surrounding the school. Callies gets 
her students out as often as she can. 

“Getting students outside is so 
important,” she said. “When stu-
dents are outside, I see less behavior 
problems and they have better atten-
tion. I even see students’ self-confi-
dence go up when they get outside  
to learn.”

Through a partnership with the Cooperative Educational 
Service Agency (CESA) 10, the Colby School District 
has built a successful recycling milk carton program. 

Although the program started small, it is having a positive 
impact on the environment and the district’s budget.

Prior to initiating the program, Melissa Rickert, CESA 
10 Sustainability Specialist, contacted Advanced Dis-
posal, the district’s local waste removal provider, to find 
out if the schools could include empty milk cartons in 
their single-stream recycling. The response was positive 
with the caveat that the cartons must be completely 
empty when included with the other recyclable materials.

In January 2013, the elementary school piloted the 
program and began recycling milk cartons during the 
afternoon milk break. Teachers encouraged students to 
drink all their milk and if they did, they could place their 
cartons in a special recycling bin that would be taken to 
the main recycling area in the cafeteria. 

Prior to the recycling program, some teachers would 
empty milk cartons down the drain and others would 
have students throw the cartons that still contained 
milk in the regular trash.

In the spring of 2013, the district received an IDEA 
Foundation grant to help purchase two, large, blue recy-
cling bins dedicated to recycling milk cartons. The ele-
mentary school then started recycling cartons during 
lunch as well. With the success of the pilot, milk carton 
recycling during lunch was introduced at the beginning of 
the 2013-14 school year in all buildings. 

The district recently received a letter from Advanced 
Disposal commending the district’s recycling efforts, “By 
decreasing the volume of your trash, your schools were 

able to cut your average weight of trash by 50 percent. 
Your efforts will not only help the planet but also help 
control Colby Schools’ costs. You and your staff should be 
very proud of your efforts.”

The district should see a reduction of over $1,000 in 
waste-related fees each month due to the increase in 
recycling efforts and subsequent reduction in trash. 

Recycling milk cartons is just one of the many ‘green’ 
initiatives Colby School District has implemented in the 
last few years. Colby Elementary School was recently 
recognized by the Wisconsin Green & Healthy Schools 
program at the Sugar Maple level—the highest possible 
level, for their success in demonstrating achievement in a 
number of sustainability areas. N

For more information regarding Colby’s milk carton recycling 
efforts, contact Brenda Medenwaldt, Elementary Principal at 
bmedenwaldt@colby.k12.wi.us.

COLBY SCHOOL DISTRICT Reduces Trash by Half with Milk Carton Recycling Program
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Tomorrow River Community 
Charter School 
Tomorrow River School District

T he Tomorrow River Community 
Charter School (TRCC) is evi-

dence that parents are seeking 
schools with an environmental 
focus. The school just finished its 
first academic year and already has a 
waiting list. 

In its first year, the school had 58 
students. For the second year, the 
school is adding on classrooms and 
will accommodate 108 students. 
There are plans to continue to add 
classrooms in the coming school 
years. In addition, 80 percent of the 
students who attended TRCC in its 
first year were from outside of the 
Tomorrow River School District.

“The school is bringing a number 
of new students and families into the 
district,” said Chamomile Nusz, 
implementation grant coordinator at 
the school.

Through a partnership with the 
University of Wisconsin–Stevens Point, 
the school is situated within the 
Central Wisconsin Environmental 
Station (CWES) a couple of miles 
north of Amherst in central Wis-
consin. The school campus is sur-
rounded by woods and is located near 
a lake — all of which play an active 

part in the students’ learning. Students 
spend an average of two hours a day 
exploring 200 acres of pine and hard-
wood forests on Sunset Lake. 

A typical school day at TRCC is 
a not-so-typical school day at other 
schools. The school is based on the 
Waldorf school model, which 
emphasizes creative play and devel-
oping students’ artistic expression 
and social capabilities as well as 
fostering creative and analytical 
modes of understanding.
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“A big part of the Waldorf educa-
tion is the belief that nature is the 
greatest inspiration for learning,” 
Nusz said.

Outside of regular classroom 
instruction, students have a nature 
class twice a week. The classes are 
led by student teachers from the 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens 
Point. The school has several 
gardens where a “garden intern” 
works with students and connects 
what they’re learning in the class-
room to the garden.

This site is incredible for outdoor 
learning,” Nusz said. “It’s really the 
perfect place for students to learn 
about and get acquainted with 
nature.”

In addition to the regular class-
room subjects, the school has a 
foreign language immersion program 
that begins in first grade. Classes 
emphasize art projects and creativity, 
and students also do wood working.

“Our school is not just academics, 
we’re teaching the whole child — 
social and emotional,” Nusz said. 
“We don’t just want our students to 
know math, we want them to be able 
to approach any problem they face.” 

Hurley K-12 School 
Hurley School District

 Environmental education and 
sustainability have truly been a 

grassroots effort in the Hurley 
School District.

“Our staff members kind of 
started it,” fourth-grade Teacher 
Ronda Olkonen said. “We have a lot 
of staff members that have a vested 
interest in the environment and have 
a background in environmental 
studies and conservation.”

In addition to staff, the school has 
benefited from the help and support of 
local organizations including the 
Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) and a local engineering firm 
that built a bike path to the school. 
Partnerships and grants are crucial as 
the Hurley School District is working 
with limited resources in a rural loca-
tion where more than 40 percent of 
students qualify as economically dis-
advantaged.

Still, the district has been recog-
nized for its many environmental 
education projects. This April, in 
partnership with the Iron County 

Land and Water Conservation 
Department, the Hurley High School 
Woods and Water Club constructed 
and placed loon platforms on the 
Gile Flowage. 

The Woods and Water Club have 
received an award for their research 
work on the American Marten. 
Students are responsible for 
tracking, tagging and researching the 
animal’s movements and activities. 
The project has been ongoing for 
about 10 years. 

Environmental education in Hurley 
is not limited to the high school. For a 
fourth-grade science unit, students 
study Great Lakes rocks and minerals. 
One of the final projects is visiting 
Lake Superior and identifying 12 
rocks and minerals onsite.

Another popular project in the 
district is the school garden. Each 
year, elementary students plant a 
variety of vegetables that are ulti-
mately used in district lunches or 
sold at the local Iron County 
Farmers Market.

“Students are in charge of 
planting, maintaining and har-
vesting,” Olkonen said. “We see the 
learning curve really spike when 
students are engaged in these 
hands-on projects.”

Olkonen’s son, who graduated this 
year, will be going to college to study 
environmental engineering. Olkonen 
says the district’s focus on environ-
mental issues contributed to her son’s 
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decision to pursue a career helping the 
environment.

Many of the organizations give 
input and support to the school’s 
environmental efforts through the 
school’s Green Team, which formed 
in 2002 and includes input from 
staff and community members.

“We try to keep our focus on the 
geographical area,” Olkonen said. 
“From elementary school on, we’ve 
really made it a priority to focus on 
the environment and hopefully our 
students will become stewards of our 
environment.”

Greendale School District 
District wide

The Greendale School District has 
taken its green efforts dis-

trict-wide. It is one of only nine 
districts nationwide to receive the 
U.S. Department of Education’s 
District Sustainability Award.

The district’s efforts focus on 
reducing energy consumption in all 
of its schools, improving student and 
staff wellness, and providing envi-
ronmental education opportunities.

This past school year, the district 
set an ambitious goal to reduce 
energy consumption by five percent 
in each of its five buildings. Unfortu-
nately, with the harsh winter this 
proved to be a bigger challenge than 
expected. Still, one of its elementary 
schools reduced it kilowatt usage by 
more than nine percent.

However, the district wasn’t 
always as energy-effiecient as it is 
today. In fact, 10 years ago, the 
district’s energy scores were well 
below average. Since then, the dis-
trict has improved by replacing its 
heating plants with energy-efficient 
systems, built a solar energy system 
to heat its swimming pool, retro-
fitted all lighting in the district with 
energy-effiecient lighting, and, 
among other efforts, reduced the 
amount of paper that is used in its 
schools.

“We’re pretty proud of the fact 
that we’ve reduced energy consump-

tion at our schools consistently over 
the last five years,” said Erin Green, 
business manager for the Greendale 
School District. 

In fact, a report compiled this year 
found that total energy costs were 
only 54 cents per square foot for the 
Greendale High School. An average 
comparable building draws $1.14 per 
square foot in energy expenses.

The district has also taken its 
school gardens to a new level. Three 
of the five schools in the district have 
gardens. The garden at the high school 
has areas set aside for each school in 
the district to be used for instruction 
and, of course, growing vegetables.

This past school year, more than 
700 pounds of vegetables were har-
vested from the garden. Much of it 
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‘Cool Choices’ Makes Going Green Fun 
Online game helps students and staff reduce energy consumption

Becoming a Wisconsin Green & Healthy School (GHS) can be fun, 
social and easy! Due to a partnership with Cool Choices, a  

Wisconsin organization focused on making sustainable actions fun  
and easy, schools have an opportunity to play an electronic game that 
gives participants points for recording their green and healthy actions. 

The game is simple — you get points for doing and reporting sustain-
able actions. The more you do, the higher your status and the status of 
your team. The game also makes it easier to complete the GHS applica-
tion while also providing a fun way for everyone to be part of the solution. 

This past school year, 79 students in Greendale Middle School par-
ticipated in the game and took over 700 sustainable actions. More than 
100 staff in the River Falls School District participated this past spring. 

“The Cool Choices game has definitely raised staff awareness on 
how they can contribute to sustainability and the conservation of 
resources at work,” said River Falls Principal Chuck Eaton. “But the 
game has also led to people talking to others and sharing ideas on 
how our district’s policies and choices contribute to becoming a  
Green and Healthy School.”

For more information, visit coolchoices.com. To participate in  
Cool Choices this fall, sign-up for free at http://bit.ly/SrTgLd.” N



was used in the district’s cafeterias. 
The district also encouraged students 
to eat fresh vegetables and try new 
ones straight from the district’s 
gardens through a program called 
Free Sample Fridays.

The school district also places an 
emphasis on tying learning to its envi-
ronmental initiatives. This school 
year, the district registered two new 
school forests with the DNR. Stu-
dents were heavily involved in the 
process. Science classes took their 
learning outdoors and students 
helped improve the forests, building 
trails and removing invasive species. 
The high school’s Advanced Place-
ment Environmental Studies class 
used the forest as part of its curric-
ulum. Next school year, the district 
hopes to have students help the DNR 
develop a forestry plan.

Most importantly, the district 
continues to find new ways to 
immerse students in environmental 
education and challenge itself to 
reduce its environmental footprint. 
The district has been working with 
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CESA 10. It has established a sus-
tainability committee, which 
includes staff and community 
members alike. 

“We continue to seek out ways to 
enhance our environmental educa-
tion curriculum to provide students 

with opportunities to learn more 
about stewardship of natural 
resources and to enhance their 
‘green’ life skills,” said Superinten-
dent John Tharp. n

Anderson is editor of the Wisconsin  
School News.
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Hydroponic Greenhouse 
Allows School to Grow Greens Year Round

This school year, students at Sparta High School were served 
lettuce that was grown down the hall in the school’s hydroponic 

greenhouse. 
“This is so exciting to have kids producing hydroponic lettuce that  

we can use in the cafeteria for our high school students,” said Cindy 
Thesing, nutrition services supervisor. “This is a fantastic opportunity for 
all of the kids involved in this new growing venture.”

The equipment was purchased through a Transform Wisconsin Food 
Systems Impact grant the school district received with Tomah and Nor-
walk-Ontario-Wilton school districts. Efforts have focused on increasing 
farm to school efforts and bringing local produce to the students’ meal 
trays. The hydroponic equipment will allow continued local produce during 
the academic school years when school gardens are not in production.

“Our students have really bought into this idea of growing food for 
our cafeteria. This is one of the things that the students are constantly 
checking out,” said Sparta High School Agriculture Teacher Eric Follen-
dorf. “Every week they made comments about how much it has grown 
since the previous day.” N


