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School gets recognized for eco-friendly efforts.

By Dhenuka Ganesh October 2, 2010
For its efforts to plant trees, create a butterfly garden and turn electronic waste into art, Forest Knolls Elementary School has become one of the latest Montgomery County public schools to be certified as "green" by a nonprofit education association.

So far, 34 out of the county's 200 elementary, middle and high schools have won the "green" designation.

"Once you're certified as a `green school', it becomes a great source of school pride," said Diane Lill of the Audubon Naturalist Society (ANS), headquartered in Chevy Chase, who approached Forest Knolls in 2008 with the idea of trying to win the designation.

The school was recognized as "green" in June 2010 from the Maryland Association for Environmental and Outdoor Education (MAEOE).

The program is open to all public and private schools, from pre-schools through high school, in the state. Schools must go through an application process that includes documenting efforts made in environmental stewardship over a two-year period.

At Forest Knolls, students helped transform an empty courtyard into a butterfly garden so that second graders could visualize the life cycle of a butterfly beyond a textbook. All classes participated in planting more than 20 trees to reforest the edge of the schoolyard. The school raised funds through a recycling project known as the TerraCycle Brigade, and the art room went green in a project where electronic waste was transformed into "robot sculptures." The school also took a step toward energy conservation by replacing lighting in their computer lab with low-energy lamps through a partnership with the county's School Energy and Recycling Team.

"Maryland has one of the best green school programs in the country, it's really challenging," Lill said.

Schools have to go beyond planting to meet the MAEOE's "green" criteria. The program requires environmental issues to be incorporated into the curriculum and teachers' professional development activities. From there, schools are to make eco-friendly changes in buildings and grounds, and document progress and activities in such areas as energy conservation and recycling, waste reduction, habitat restoration, and water pollution prevention. The final criterion is having community partners and ensuring community partner-student collaboration for environmental education.

Lill says that the application review process is strict. But schools can get help in the form of free support programs such as ANS' GreenKids program, which assigns a naturalist to a school for two years to act as an expert resource in helping the school meet the requirements. GreenKids enjoys a 100% success rate: every school they have guided in the application process is now a Maryland Green School.

Working as the GreenKids naturalist for Forest Knolls, Lill wrote grant proposals for funds from the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (DNR) for the project "Trout in the Classroom." This project connected the school with volunteers from a local fish conservation group, Trout Unlimited, which provided the students with eggs of the rainbow trout. The students then raised the fish and released them at Little Seneca Creek, all under the guidance of Trout Unlimited and the DNR.

What do "green" schools get for their designation? There are a few tangible rewards, such as a special flag, a native Maryland tree from the DNR and a one-one match on future tree orders.

But mostly, the recognition is its own reward.

"You want to keep the up the good work and be an example to the community, and show others that it's easy being green," said Lill.
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Students at Forest Knolls turned electronics waste
Raised beds were constructed for butterfly gardens
into "robot sculpture" art as part of their efforts to 
so that students who use wheelchairs or walkers
become a "green school." Credit Diane Lill 
could take part in planting and observing the butterflies.
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