Environmentally sensitive communities

Sustainable communities: Where do you start? This term touches so many elements of our geography curriculum at all key stages and ‘sustainability’ is what we ‘do’. My first consideration was the environment. For any community to be environmentally sustainable it must also have the features of a sustainable community, as defined by the Egan wheel (ASC, 2006). 
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Having decided to focus on the environment, I decided that the local level was most appropriate for this project because student action and participation was the key for making it a success. I thought that students would be able to identify more easily with the local level and could relate their own individual and school community actions to the wider issue of sustainability in a global environmental context. 

The idea

Year 8 students would design an environmental policy to create an environmentally sensitive school as part of a sustainable school community. This project would give students an opportunity to ‘enhance pupils’ capacities to make positive contributions to the places where they live.’ as outlined in the sustainable schools self-evaluation guidance (DCSF). 

School context

The school was built in the 1960s and therefore has many physical features of a ‘typical secondary comprehensive’. In recent years some major improvements have taken place as well as new areas being built to accommodate our 1900 students aged 11-18. At present, with environmental issues being high on the agenda from an international to local level, the school is currently reviewing its’ environmental policy. The geography department is in a strong position to promote positive attitudes and behaviour towards the environment and our Year 8 scheme of work on Environmental Issues seemed the perfect place for this project. Year 8 are enthusiastic and full of ideas and the success of the project would depend on students being active and engaged. 

Planning

As a follow-up to a project on waste management, carried out as a curriculum link with a school in India funded by the British Council, I wanted to develop a project that enabled students to become actively involved in their environment and to encourage a sense of responsibility towards their school and global environments.  Initially, I had to get support from the department, which was forthcoming. I wanted the outcome of the project to go beyond the classroom so that students’ ideas were being listened to and possibly implemented in school. The Head of Year 8 agreed to speak to a small group of students on completion of the project and the Headteacher confirmed his support by responding to an email highlighting the benefits of the project to the school.

Three objectives 

· To establish a good understanding of a sustainable community

· To investigate the present environmental state of the school

· To suggest practical ways that the school could become more sustainable

Sequence of work

1. Resource 1: To establish a good understanding of a sustainable community

2. Homework task: Investigating the environmental state of the school

3. Resource 3: A guide to writing a school environment action plan

See document Resource 1
Homework task: Students carried out spot checks around the school on classrooms and communal spaces which highlighted areas for improvement of our environmental impact. 

Key issues that arose were:

· Lights and projectors left on in classrooms throughout the school

· Computers left on standby in IT suites

· No opportunities for recycling: concern that no recycling was happening due to school gates being locked and so recycling-lorries unable to access school

· Large amounts of packaging at break and lunchtime

· Waste of paper through large volume of photocopying

Although none of these issues were particularly surprising, students felt that they did not need to be problems because they could be easily solved and therefore they used these as a basis for designing their environment action plan.  

School environment action plan
This task stimulated much discussion amongst students on the best way to make the school more environmentally friendly. Many students showed real concern for the present attitude towards the environment in school and had a wide range of ideas to rectify this. It was important to structure students plans because some ideas would have been hugely expensive and impractical so we discussed which ideas were ‘do-able’- the idea for a basketball recycling machine with underground sorting boxes and a pipeline to the local recycling centre failed to meet this criteria! Students were given guidance and it was suggested that they consider different parts of the school, ‘big’ and ‘small’ ideas and who should be responsible for implementing the project. Throughout the project students knew that their ideas would be shared with the Head of Year 8 and possibly the school forum. The fact that they had a real audience for their action plans was a motivating factor as many had thought that because they were in Year 8 their opinions would not be listened to by older students and staff. 

See document Resource 3
See example of student work
Outcomes

Students across the year produced a wide range of action plans in both ideas and styles of presentation. Eight students from three classes were asked to speak to their Head of Year about their ideas. The Head of Year was impressed by their work. She asked the students to meet again independently to decide on their priorities to present to the school forum. They then discussed these further with her before two of them took their plans to the forum meeting. This illustrates the success of the project and, at present, plans are underway to introduce some of these ideas in the next school year. A ‘Geography day’ has even been suggested! So, overall, this whole process has been beneficial to students, the department, the school and even the environment. For a project like this to be successful the support of the school is necessary and of course the willingness of students to be involved. 

Meeting the objectives

My first objective was for students to establish a good understanding of a sustainable community. The initial task (see Resource 1) enabled students to understand that for a community to be sustainable is more than about the state of the environment. However, because the focus of the task was on the environment the action plans tended to lack the inclusion of the other requirements for a school to be a sustainable community. Next time I would encourage them to consider how the other components of sustainable communities would enable a school to achieve environmental sensitivity. 

Students were able to achieve the second objective by investigating the present environmental state of the school for a homework activity. Students were very observant and highlighted key concerns throughout the school. In future I would also ask students to speak to staff including teachers, canteen staff and those responsible for photocopying and recycling in school in order to give them an understanding of why current situation exists. 

The third and perhaps most important objective of the project was for students to suggest practical ways that the school could become more sustainable. The outcome of the environmental action plans showed that students had applied their understanding of sustainability to their plans (see example of work). 

In future aspects of the tasks can be developed further to place the concept of sustainable communities in the wider context, perhaps designing a sustainable town or policies for a national government. This project has been a good starting point for understanding sustainable communities in the geography curriculum and allowed students to access the ‘big concept’ of sustainability. 

However, actions speak louder than words! And it is action that will define the real success of the project; whether Year 8’s ideas will be carried out remains to be seen. At least it has people talking! 
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