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Sustainability: what is it, and how do you 

educate for it? You won’t find us going 

into elementary school classrooms saying, 

“Today we are going to learn about sus-

tainability!” If we did, 

we’d lose students and 

miss the point of educat-

ing for a sustainable fu-

ture. 

  

What you will find us do-

ing is working with teach-

ers, classrooms, parents 

and communities to in-

fuse the Big Ideas of Sustainability into the 

curriculum , community and campus prac-

tices. Students in kindergarten explore the 

idea of community, while their first grade 

counterparts dive deep into a study of 

cycles. Second and third graders spend the 

year learning about systems and equity by 

exploring their local food system and how 

it relates to their own health. And fourth 

and fifth graders focus on responsibility by 

focusing their studies on an essential 

question: “What is our role as citizens of 

our classroom, school, and community?” 

  

For the past seven years SSP has worked 

with the Sustainability Academy, formerly 

Lawrence Barnes Elementary School, to 

develop a curriculum that builds from year 

to year, using the Big Ideas of Sustainabil-

ity. The Big Ideas shape curriculum across 

disciplines, and enrich learning by building 

an ideal foundation for real work and real 

world learning. 

  

This year SSP is asking: 

• What do we really want students to 

know (and be able to do) in order to build 

sustainable communities? 

 

(continued on page 3) 
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By Tiffany Tillman 

Sustainability Academy second and third graders paint a mural to celebrate diversity 

during the school’s First Annual Day of Service.  The mural lives on a neighbor’s fence 

on North Street in the Old North End of Burlington. 

Enduring Understandings:  A work in progress 
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Letter from SSP 
 

Dear Friends, 

 

We are so excited to be sharing our work 

with you. In this newsletter there are sto-

ries from SSP staff, the Sustainability Acad-

emy (one of our pilot schools), teachers, 

students, and community partners.  

 

Each year we work to deepen our practice 

by collaborating with educators to use sus-

tainability as an integrative concept to im-

prove academic achievement, foster a con-

nection to place, and provide opportunities 

for civic engagement.  While we focus 

much of our effort in Burlington, Vermont 

at the Sustainability Academy 

(www.sa.bsdvt.org) the learning that hap-

pens there is shared with and informed by 

regional, national, and international net-

works.   

 

We have had the great opportunity to work 

with colleagues around the country and the 

world on developing an Education for Sus-

tainability (EFS) model and programs that 

support learning and action in the commu-

nities in which we live, work and play.   

 

In Vermont, we are branching out beyond 

Burlington to work with the Edge Academy 

on using place and sustainability as a theme 

for middle-school learners.  We are working 

with Jean Berthiaume, at Harwood Union 

High School, on redesigning his “Creating 

Sustainable Communities” course.   

 

Nationally, Shelburne Farms plays an im-

portant role in the US Partnership for Edu-

cation for Sustainable Development by sup-

porting the growing network and sharing 

lessons learned.  I’m fortunate to be able to 

co-chair the K-12 and Teacher Education 

sector with Kim Rakow-Bernier of Facing 

the Future (www.facingthefuture.org) in 

Seattle.   

 

On the international stage, we’ve also been 

collaborating for the past year and a half 

with Vermont teacher Katherine Riley from 

Champlain Valley Union High School.  In 

conjunction with the Ministry of Education 

in Bhutan, Katherine is working on using 

SSP’s Healthy Neighborhoods/Healthy Kids 

program as a model for launching a project 

on Gross National Happiness this spring.   

In Guangdong, China we are working with 

the Institute for Sustainable Communities, 

South China Normal University, and local 

NGOs to support pilot communities efforts 

in education about climate change and en-

ergy efficiency.   We continue to work with 

our colleagues in Japan at LEAF and with 

our friends in the Dominican Republic 

through Vermont Institute on the Carib-

bean.  Please visit our NEW website at 

www.sustainableschoolsproject.org to 

learn more about our partnerships.  

 

We continue to be inspired by your stories 

so please be in touch. 

 

Sincerely, 

Jen 
Jen Cirillo 

Sustainable Schools Project 

Shelburne Farms 
1611 Harbor Rd. 

Shelburne, VT 05482 

802-985-0331 

www.sustainableschoolsproject.org 

Www.shelburnefarms.org  
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WELCOME EMILY!!WELCOME EMILY!!WELCOME EMILY!!WELCOME EMILY!!    
    

SSP welcomes Emily Hoyler as a 

new member of our team.   

Masayoshi Ogawa, Director of LEAF in 

Nishinomiya, Japan and Jen Cirillo take 

part in a tri-lateral exchange in Educa-

tion for Sustainable Development in 

Guanlan, China.   

We are profoundly thankful for the 

dedicated partners and generous sup-

porters of  the Sustainable Schools Pro-

ject, including: 

A.D. Henderson Foundation 

Bay and Paul Foundations 

Jan and David Blittersdorf Foundation 

Jessie B. Cox Charitable Trust 

Starbucks Foundation 

The Nathan Cummings Foundation 

The Redducs Foundation 

Turrell Fund 

United States Environmental Protection 

Agency 

Vermont Community Foundation 

Special thanks to Fred Bay and the 

Burlington School District whose com-

mitment to education for sustainability 

makes this project possible. 
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A Conversation with 
Kairo 

 Kairo Jewell, age 10, is a fifth grade 

student in Mrs. Gordon's class at the 

Sustainability Academy.  

 

This fall Kairo worked with a team of 

fellow 4th/5th grade students along 

with Anne Tewksbury-Frye, the Sus-

tainability Coach, to investigate and 

improve pedestrian safety on the 

way to and from school.  

      

The Sustainability Academy spent the 

fall of 2010 in a temporary location, 

a block and a half east of their home 

at 123 North St., while their school 

was undergoing renovations. This 

location was ideal for the most part, 

but Kairo and a few of his classmates 

looked into one of the snags. Earlier 

this year we sat down for a brief 

chat, where Kairo gave me the inside 

scoop on what he's been up to. 

 

SK: Kairo, what are you working on 

now with Ms. Tewks? 

 

KJ: We're working on the Unsafe 

Routes to School; we were investigat-

ing the safety of LaFountain and 

North streets. The crossing guard felt 

really unsafe with the crosswalk so 

they (Department of Public Works) 

made a new one – actually, before we 

even asked [concerned parents had 

already contacted the DPW]. The real 

problem is trucks loading and unload-

ing for the Shopping Bag- it's on North 

Street, but they park on LaFountain 

and North Street. Cars can't get 

through- there's only one unloading 

zone, but the trucks park in two 

places. It makes sort of a super small 

window, and cars can't fit through 

and they can't see. The east side of 

the street isn't for unloading, but they 

use it anyway. We saw a car and two 

buses almost crash- they didn't but it 

was really, really, close. Cars just can't 

see.  They get stuck, and then to go 

they almost crash. 

 

SK: Besides the cross-walk, have you 

found any other solutions? 

 

KJ: The other big problem is the speed 

limit and the parking. Cars go too fast, 

and it's a 30 mph zone, but during 

school time it is supposed to be 20 or 

25. People are supposed to slow down 

near schools, but there are no signs. 

The chief of police is also going to 

suspend parking on the other side of 

LaFountain. 

 

SK: Are you involved in any other pro-

jects at school? What do you like 

about doing projects? 

 

KJ: I'm also on the Solar Team. We're 

working on the solar panels and stuff. 

Projects are fun, I get to work with 

other teachers and adults that I never 

get to see otherwise, and I get to work 

with other classes. Eli (a student in 

Mr. Fitzsimmons class) and I are 

friends, but we don't get to work to-

gether, but we are on this project.  

 

SK: Do you think the work you're do-

ing is important? 

 

KJ: We talked with the Police Chief for 

this, and he's going to make a tempo-

rary “No Parking” zone on LaFountain. 

I guess they are important projects, 

but to me they are just really fun.  

 

SK: Are there any other problems or 

projects you'd like to work on? What's 

next? 

 

KJ: Someone told me on Facebook 

that they're starting a new skate park. 

The older park is really messed up, 

and that's what I'd like to do next.  

By Sarah Kadden 
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4/5 students meet with the Chief of Police to discuss safer routes to school. 

  

 

(continued from page 1) 

• What Enduring Understanding 

do students need to walk away with 

from their study of cycles? 

• How does their understanding 

of cycles teach them that there is 

“no (throw) away”? 

• What about the Big Idea of Com-

munity do students need to under-

stand in order to build a sustainable 

one? 

  

Stay tuned as we draft and pilot 

these Enduring Understandings of 

Sustainability through out the year.  
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The Edge Academy in Essex Junction, Vermont is a “school-within- a-school”.  Developed by teachers and founded in 2009 the 

school serves students ages 9-14. SSP has partnered with The Edge Academy since its inception to infuse education for sustain-

ability into its practice and curriculum.  At The Edge Academy, students are referred to as “learners” and teachers as 

“facilitators.”  Lindsay Halman is one of the founding facilitators.   

A Community of Learners for a Sustainable Future 
A community that recognizes each 

individual’s voice is a socially just 

community.  At The Edge Academy, in 

Essex, Vermont, this is what we strive 

for on a daily basis.  

 

 To facilitate this goal, at the beginning 

of each year we ask our learners, “How 

can we make The Edge Academy com-

munity happy, healthy, and safe?”  

Working together, learners respond to 

this question, and create their own 

Community Norms.  The Norms guide 

their daily interactions with each other 

and the environment.  This collabora-

tive process not only recognizes each 

learner’s voice, but also supports them 

in developing cooperation skills, which 

are essential in building a sustainable 

future that’s socially just! 

 

Following this community building ex-

perience, learners begin creating their 

curriculum themes for the year.  The 

strength of this collaborative curricu-

lum model, adapted from James 

Beane, is in its coherence and perme-

ability.  It is “coherent” through its 

holistic approach to content areas by 

integrating subjects, rather than ap-

proaching them as a set of fragmented, 

unrelated topics.  In this way, it reflects 

the natural relationship between dif-

ferent disciplines of knowledge. It is 

“permeable” as it is based on learners’ 

own questions about themselves and 

about the world, and on the facilita-

tors’ understandings of questions the 

world poses to learners.    This perme-

ability provides room for learner choice 

and voice.   

 

Using their questions about them-

selves and the world, learners work in 

groups to develop overarching themes 

for the school year.  Through a democ-

ratic process, called Dotmocracy, learn-

ers decide which themes will be most 

engaging for the entire school commu-

nity.   Once two themes have been 

chosen for the year, learners are then 

challenged to develop projects that not 

only focus on the theme, but also make 

a difference in their community.   

 

Real world, relevant projects that 

have no subject boundaries are the 

goal for our project work.  For exam-

ple, during our Sustainable Future 

theme, learners wrote a grant and re-

ceived funding to put solar panels on 

our school building.  Through the proc-

ess, they not only learned about grant 

writing and alternative energy, but had 

the opportunity to present their knowl-

edge to our town’s School Board and 

the Essex Energy Committee, as well as 

give a presentation to the public at the 

town library.  The skills and knowledge 

gained through this project went be-

yond the science of photovoltaics.  

Learners were engaged in real world 

problem solving with relevance and 

meaning.   

 

According to Rylee Wrenner,  a student 

at The Edge Academy, the curriculum 

development process “allows us to 

have more control over what we learn 

and how we learn the required curricu-

lum.”  The collaborative curriculum 

process honors learners’ voice because 

it “lets us choose what we want to do 

and also lets us experience real world 

learning that we might want to explore 

further later in life.”    

 

To learn more about The Edge Acad-

emy visit their website at http://

www.edline.net/pages/

By Lindsay Halman 

Civics and Sustainability 
By Jean Berthiaume 

For some of us it’s all too easy to ig-

nore the privilege in our own lives that 

allows us see things only from our own 

perspective. In truth, we choose how 

we live our lives and how we build our 

own communities. When we consider 

the systemic perspective of sustain-

ability, we begin to understand that all 

things are connected. We can see that 

all decisions affect other decisions, 

and that what we do today affects the 

lives of people we will never know, 

generations from now. 

 It’s easy to think that the challenges 

of our world— global warming, unem-

ployment, poverty, man-made envi-

ronmental disasters, racism and sex-

ism— aren’t our responsibility and 

don’t have anything to do with us. 

However, ignoring these issues and 

those who are most directly affected 

by them can lead to long-term  
 

 

(continued on page 5) 

Jean Berthiaume (second from left) 
with his Creating Sustainable Commu-
nities students at Harwood Union High 
School. 
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(continued from page 4) 

 

misunderstandings and a fractured 

democratic society. 

  

Ten years ago, I decided to make sus-

tainability the central focus of my civics 

curriculum at Harwood Union High 

School in South Duxbury, Vermont, 

calling it Creating Sustainable Commu-

nities, or CSC. The course empowers 

youth by giving them voice, and thus 

power, in the midst of paralyzing  

problems that threaten the future of 

their communities and the broader 

world. 

 

This year CSC students are embracing 

a curriculum that reflects 21st Century 

Learning. Students are using web 2.0 

tools such as Google My Maps to map 

various assets in their community and 

to consider their own relationships to 

place throughout the year. After map-

ping their place, students move into 

the first two enduring understandings 

that form the foundation of the cur-

riculum: sustainability, and the blind 

conformity of society. 

  

To explore the concept of sustainabil-

ity, students interview community 

members and businesses that practice 

and work for sustainability. After con-

ducting interviews, students use Au-

dacity, another web tool, to pair inter-

views with digital photographs. Finally, 

students create a culminating digital 

piece with their own story of how they 

are, or are not, sustainable. They take 

what they’ve learned from the commu-

nity and compare it to their own lives. 

They discuss and brainstorm what 

choices, decisions, and activities might 

be unsustainable, and what sustainable 

means for them and their community. 

They take a critical look at how and 

why it is easy, or hard, to be sustain-

able. To explore the blind conformity 

of society, students use Plato’s Alle-

gory of the Cave. Together we use this 

metaphor to assess the voices, the 

shadow and the shackles in their own 

“cave”, that either support or hinder 

their ability to be sustainable. 

  

To understand sustainability we need 

to understand our place and the inter-

connections within it. We need to look 

at the world through our own privilege 

and try our hardest to look at the world 

though another’s perspective. When 

we can look at our place through multi-

ple perspectives, and as an intercon-

nected web of possibilities, we find 

entry points for participation in the 

democratic process- and potentially a 

just and sustainable future. 
 

Jean Berthiaume teaches at Harwood Union 

High School in South Duxbury, VT.  Jean is a 

long time partner of SSP, having attended 

one of the Making Connections workshops 

with the VT Education for Sustainability 

Project in the late 1990s.  Jean is a service-

learning leader and has won numerous 

awards for his work in his classroom. 

Letter from a Sustainability Coach 
 

 

  

In my 4
th

 and 5
th

 grade classroom at 

Lawrence Barnes Elementary School 

the traditional subject areas— reading, 

math, social studies and science— did 

not provide tempting hooks for my  for 

students.  I tried it all—  a 12 foot vol-

cano in the middle of the room, a hu-

man mouth of enormous proportions 

that you had to walk through to enter 

the classroom, a year with no furniture 

where students had to build their own 

desks and  build a community from 

scratch like the Pilgrims who came to 

Plymouth had to do.  These were all 

great projects in and of themselves, but 

our small school of 180 students 

needed something more—something 

to help them to see their own impor-

tance, to have a vehicle for voice, and 

to be a part of making a difference. 

  

In 1998, the VT Education for Sustain-

ability Project (VT EFS), a partner pro-

ject of Shelburne Farms, held a series  

 

 

of forums around Vermont that re-

sulted in our becoming the first state to  

incorporate sustainability and under-

standing place into its Standards.  From 

VT EFS came the Sustainable Schools 

Project (SSP), which was first piloted at 

Champlain Elementary School in Bur-

lington.  After working with Champlain 

Elementary to use the lens of sustain-

ability to improve student learning, SSP 

came to Barnes.  It was the beginning 

of a wonderful collaboration between 

our two institutions — a small, diverse 

school and its enthusiastic teachers 

together with the brilliant staff at Shel-

burne Farms.    

 

(continued on page 6)  

By Anne Tewksbury-Frye 

Students and families come together in the garden to create a campus that reflects 

sustainability practices and celebrate their achievements 



 
Upcoming Events 

April 6-9, 2011 

The Time is Now:  National  

Service-learning Conference 

hosted by National Youth Leadership 

Council in Atlanta, GA 

 

April 28, 2011 

2nd Annual Day of Service 

hosted by the Sustainability Academy in 

Burlington, VT www.sa.bsdvt.org 

 

June 25-27, 2011 

Principles and Promising Prac-

tices of Place-Based Education  

at Shelburne Farms in Shelburne, VT 

 

July 11-15, 2011 

 History and Philosophy of Edu-

cation for Sustainability course 

at Antioch New England (Keene, NH), 

taught by SSP’s Jen Cirillo  

 

July 18-22, 2011 

Community Works Summer  

Institute on Service-Learning   

at Shelburne Farms in Shelburne, VT 

 

 

July 24-28, 2011 

Teaching in Community 

presented by Shelburne Farms’ Sustain-

able Schools Project in partnership with 

the Sustainability Academy and Our Cur-

riculum Matter, at Shelburne Farms and 

Burlington, VT 

 

August 2-4, 2011 

Education for Sustainability  

Institute 

presented by the Sustainable Schools Pro-

ject at Shelburne Farms in Shelburne, VT 
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(continued from page 5) 

 

Through this partnership we began the 

process of developing a curriculum that 

incorporated understanding of our con-

nections to our community and to our 

place, and provided ways for students to 

make a difference.  We had found our 

hook. We began working with SSP in the 

fall of 2004, and deepened our relation-

ship over the next few years as we 

worked together build a curriculum in-

fused with the big ideas of sustainability:  

one that addressed social justice, made 

community connections,  engaged stu-

dents civically, encouraged student voice 

and parent participation, and celebrated 

real world learning. 

 

During this time the Burlington School 

Board, struggling with issues of student 

learning and poverty pockets in the Old 

North End, unanimously passed a resolu-

tion to work to achieve socio-economic 

balance in the two neighborhood 

schools.  Both the Lawrence Barnes and 

H.O. Wheeler schools would be trans-

formed into theme-based magnet 

schools, with H.O. Wheeler focusing on 

the integrated arts, and Lawrence Barnes 

focusing on sustainability.  And so our 

new chapter began. In the fall of 2009, 

The Sustainability Academy at Lawrence 

Barnes opened its doors as the nation’s 

first K-5 magnet school with a sustain-

ability theme. 

  

I would be lying if I said our school life 

has been clear sailing since that wonder-

ful day in September 2009, but we have 

found our strength in facing our chal-

lenges. We have deepened our curricu-

lum and adapted the Vermont State 

Standards to our theme, which includes 

being a citizen in our community, con-

necting to our own richly diverse 

neighborhood, and linking our literacy 

work and service learning to the Lake 

Champlain Basin and local farms.  When 

we study cycles and food, we visit local 

farms and work on improving our own 

lunch program.  When we learn about 

sustainable economics, students create 

their own business. When we explore 

social studies, we investigate our own 

neighborhood and how we can make it 

safer for all.  We speak to City Council, 

we collaborate with the local police de-

partment, and we harvest in our gardens, 

sharing food with those who need it. To 

us, the biggest lesson is that when stu-

dents are connected to something, they 

are invested in that something.  We are 

proud to connect them to their place and 

their future.  It’s that old “hook” thing 

once again. 

 

 

Anne Tewksbury-Frye has worked with 

SSP for the past seven years.  As a model 

EFS teacher Anne seamlessly made the 

transition to Sustainability Coach.  In her 

current role, Anne is working with teach-

ers to develop curriculum that is inte-

grated and infused with the lens of sus-

tainability.  She works with the whole 

school to make the Sustainability Acad-

emy a model of sustainability.  This proc-

ess is continuously evolving and chang-

ing.     

For more information  

on any of these events, 

contact Jen Cirillo:  

(802) 985-0315 

jcirillo@shelburnefarms.org 

 
We have a new WEBSITE!! 

Visit us on-line to learn more and 

join our conversation! 

www.sustainableschoolsproject.org 

 

You can also check us out (and like 

us!) on FACEBOOK! 


