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THE EVERYTHING® GREEN CLASSROOM BOOK

Dear Reader,

I wrote this book because I'm counting on you to help children become good stewards of the Earth, now and for all their lives. I know it is a heavy load to bear, but the Earth needs so much help and, as always, you educators are on the front line teaching and leading by example.

My son, Clinton Hill, knew kids could lead the way to protect the Earth. He started a club called Kids for Saving Earth (KSE) shortly before he died at age eleven from a brain tumor. He understood that educating kids helps them become Earth-savers, but they also become leaders influencing the “big” people of the world. He was right. His organization has inspired millions of kids and adults with the Earth-saving message since 1989.

Skim through the book and find topics that interest you the most. Your interest and enthusiasm will spill over to your students. The book has been written in a style that will make it easy for you to understand and translate the information. As you read through the book, you will find that the action component of environmentalism helps children retain information and makes it all fun.
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Welcome to the EVERTYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-sources, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Online information
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Important snippets of information
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Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips
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To my son Clinton Hill, Defender of the Planet, whose spirit lives on in the actions of over a million children and teachers working to protect our beautiful Earth.






Contents



Top Ten Ways to Create a Green Classroom







Introduction







1 Green Schools 101






Making a Difference





Making a Green Classroom





Making It Work





Making It Meaningful





Earning Money





Making This Book Work for You






2 Earth-Friendly Farming






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






3 Radical Reductions






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






4 Choose to Reuse






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






5 Recycle






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Human Health





Take It Home






6 Composting Counts






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






7 Plain as Water






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






8 Clear the Air






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






9 This Land Is Your Land






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






10 Walking, Rolling, and Moving






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






11 Power to the People






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






12 Things Are Warming Up: Curbing Climate Change






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






13 Flying Feathered Friends






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






14 Underwater World






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






15 Fuzzy Wuzzies






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






16 Creeping Crawlies






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






17 Bugs Don't Bug Me






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






18 What's up with Weeds?






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






19 A Lot of Good the Woods Can Do






What It's All About





Global Picture





For the Classroom





School Projects





Field Trips





Human Health





Take It Home






20 Beyond the Elementary School Classroom






Upgrade for Older Kids





Preschool Is for Playing





After Hours





Child Care Centers





Faith-Based Earth-Friends






21 Make a Bigger Difference






Social Change for Sustainability





Who Needs to Hear You





How to Talk the Talk





Spread the Word





Play with Petitions





Volunteering






Appendix A: Additional Resources







Appendix B: Glossary












Endorsements


“The Everything® Green Classroom Book is filled with an amazing amount of action-oriented environmental activities that are not just useful to the Earth but also strengthen learning skills for other school subjects such as math, English, and music. Of special importance to me is Tessa Hill's handling of human health issues demonstrating how virtually all problems that negatively influence the health of the Earth can also impact our children's health.”



—  Philip J. Landrigan, MD, MSc, the Ethel Wise Professor and Chair of the Department of Community and Preventive Medicine, Mount Sinai School of Medicine




“Working on creating a clean, green, and healthy school? Look no further! You can do it with this great (and easy) resource guide! After years of leading Kids for Saving Earth, Tessa Hill knows how to activate students and instructors. This book will help you know what's most important and how to prioritize. It is full of tips and innovative solutions that will make your school green, and you'll have fun doing it!”


—  Christopher Gavigan, Executive Director, Healthy Child Healthy World
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Top Ten Ways to Create a Green Classroom


1. Stop and smell the flowers, and the pine trees, and the moss, and the bark, and everything else. Take time to get outside and appreciate nature


2. Reduce, reduce, and then reduce some more. Since it would take about six planets to support humans if everyone lived like Americans, people must reduce the use of energy, water, paper, and everything else to protect planet Earth.


3. Look at the life cycle of everything. Discovering where things come from and where they go is enlightening.


4. Empower kids to make change. Kids are capable of much more than they are generally given credit for if they understand why it is so important to change. Give them a chance to find solutions and create a better world.


5. Look for simple beauty and appreciate what the Earth gives you.


6. Don't be afraid to “buck the system” and integrate environmental protection into as many other academic areas as possible.


7. Nature is organic, so let learning be organic. Allow for flexibility in your curriculum; you will find fun, interesting ways to strengthen students' interests.


8. Embrace the butterfly effect. Small changes lead to bigger and bigger ones, so nothing should be considered unimportant.


9. With a smiling face, promote hope and use a can-do method of teaching. The environmental problems we face can be very daunting. To surmount these challenges, people need to maintain hope, optimism, and perseverance.


10. Celebrate success. Use a variety of reward systems to encourage helpful Earth-saving projects.









Introduction
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 THE EVERYTHING® GREEN CLASSROOM BOOK is the essential guide for teaching children about environmental protection. Through you, your students will learn how the little decisions people make every day affect the planet and, ultimately, human health. This book is the most comprehensive resource to incorporate the fundamental concepts of ecology with active steps to protect the Earth. Each chapter contains ways to make Earth-saving fun and empowering. The book provides clear ways to teach children how to make planet preservation a part of their daily life in their school, home, church, or any other place.

The first Earth Day in 1970 represented the true organized launch of environmental protection. Government agencies addressing environmental issues were formed, laws were written, and environmental activists spoke out, but the rapid growth of environmental problems far outpaced the success of protection efforts. Now the sustainability of the Earth is at a pivotal point in history. Between climate change, the rapid extinction of species, and the overwhelming amount of pollution, there is much to be done in order to preserve the planet that all life depends upon. United action now is more important than ever before. What you do and how you empower your students to act will make a major difference. Schools are a vital force in raising the next generation of global citizens, who must be equipped to solve the complex environmental problems.

This book stresses the principle of interconnectedness, which has been historically overlooked. Teaching how humans are tied to and responsible for protecting the balance of nature is the essence of sustainability and must be the wave of the future. Humans live in a web of life. If you pull on any one strand, it affects the rest of the web. This theme guides each chapter, examining every issue from an international perspective, to the local outlook, and all the way down to each individual human body.

Meant to be empowering for students, teachers, administrators, and parents, this book very simply and clearly provides overviews of environmental issues, background information, and tested activities. Instructors are provided with steps to turn their students' education into action. Throughout the book, handson experiences in the world of nature will help inspire action. In addition, it is widely known that student success is based on parental involvement. With that in mind, each chapter provides activities to bring the learning home. In this way, not only will the children benefit from potential increased academic success, they also get to act as teachers to their parents and help their whole family green their home and protect the planet.

Each activity in this book is meant to be adaptable to most age groups. There are resource options to help you either lower or raise the skill levels. The book relies heavily on the true beauty and fascination of nature. Art, music, and games lighten up what might seem like a frightening topic. The activities are meant to inspire and encourage appreciation, optimism, and smiles. There are definitely some big issues to overcome, but there are a plentitude of existing solutions to embrace in your own classrooms, schools, and communities. By teaching your students the concepts in this book, you will enable their engaged, excited young minds to come up with many more solutions. Working together on important environmental problems will inspire positivism and confidence.





CHAPTER 1


Green Schools 101

Green, sustainable, environmental, eco-friendly, Earth-friendly. What does it all mean? However you say it, it means you are taking action to protect the planet and all of its inhabitants, including people. It sounds like a big job — and it is — but if everyone works together, it'll be a job well done. At a green school, everyone plays a part in protecting the planet. From the youngest student all the way up to the principal and the superintendent, everyone can do something.



Making a Difference


This is a pivotal time in human history. People have pushed the planet to its brink and it's time to change old habits in order to create a brighter, healthier future. To make these important changes, people need to understand what's going on and how their actions impact the planet.



What the World Needs Now



The planet needs help. People created the problems, so it's up to people to solve them. The atmosphere is warming up, leading to serious storms and causing the ice caps to melt. Pollution from factories, cars, and people makes the air and water dirty. Chemicals that are made in laboratories and used in everyday products end up in the bodies of polar bears and humans alike. Species are going extinct faster than at any other time in history.

It's a pretty dire picture when you examine it all at once, but if you look at it piece by piece you can quickly see how many opportunities there are for people to turn things around. It's time to set aside differences and come together for the common goal of a healthy future.
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Many people all over the world have already begun making the changes necessary to protect the planet, but there is still much, much more to do. Every day is a new chance to teach another person, spark another solution, and create a better tomorrow.



How can you create a green classroom if your school isn't thinking green yet? Make the transitions easier by making your intentions transparent. Write letters to the school administrators and parents. Let them know you feel it's important to raise responsible global citizens who care for the Earth. Invite them to share ideas for teaching the students or making changes at the school. If they need additional convincing, tell them that going green is not just about protecting the planet: It also protects human health and saves money. The monetary savings are generally a clincher for schools.

Still, you know your principal, and perhaps the best way to get started is just to do it! Let the administration come to you if they have any concerns. A key to communicating your intentions in a less-than-hospitable community is by making sure you are using positive language instead of coming off as judgmental. Remember to pat people on the back for every small act and every little idea. It's much harder to teach adults to change their behavior (that's why it's important to start with children), so take things slow and encourage cooperation by keeping things easy. It's all about patience, persistence, practicality, and positivism. Before you know it, the children will be leading by example and the adults will have no other choice but to follow.



Children Are the Future



As all good teachers know, children are the future. If you're reading the daily headlines about global warming and pollution, the future can look pretty unappealing and downright scary. Yet there are already scores of teenagers and children who have gotten a glimpse of that future and decided it is unacceptable and avoidable. These young people are making significant changes all over the world. They are an inspiration, and they represent just a fraction of the imagination and hope the next generation has to offer. For example, Kids for Saving Earth (KSE) has been in existence since 1989. The first members have now become adults. Over and over again, KSE receives letters from former kid members — now adult teachers who are continuing to spread the spirit of Earth-saving.

Teachers are some of the most influential people in society. You hold the power to transform young minds. You lay the foundations for tomorrow's leaders. What you teach is what will be carried forth. Whether it's math, history, or sustainability, if you don't plant the seeds, the concepts will not grow. Even though living green is not a core pillar of today's curriculum, it is an imperative concept for maintaining a healthy planet for generations to come.

Luckily, a green education can be woven into the general lessons of reading, writing, arithmetic, and all other curricular areas. The most important thing about teaching sustainability is to empower the children through action. There are already countless examples of teachers engaging children in environmental activities that inspire the students to initiate a wide variety of other actions in all arenas of life — at school, at home, and in the community. Children almost instinctually understand the importance of protecting wildlife and the Earth. They have to live in the future we created, so they know they must change that future. All they need is a little direction about how they can help.
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Going green from the get-go saves a school a lot of green. According to a report for the Massachusetts Technology Collaborative, the cost of building a green school can be 1.5 percent to 2.5 percent more expensive than a conventional building, but the financial savings after twenty years are about $70 per square foot. That's more than ten times the initial cost.





Walk the Talk



Having a green classroom does not simply mean that you incorporate environmental concepts into your curriculum. It's not just about teaching sustainability; it's about trying to live it every moment you spend together. It sounds tough at first, but as you venture down the green path, you'll find that it quickly becomes habit. New ways to discuss it, learn it, and live it will continuously emerge. You'll also find that walking the talk strengthens the educational outcomes by making the learning process experiential.



Making a Green Classroom


Your classroom should reflect the concepts of green living and planetary protection that you intend to teach. It's nearly impossible to transition to a totally sustainable building in the blink of an eye, but there are many small ways you can make the classroom embody what you teach.



Sustainable School Supplies



When you're shopping for the basic supplies for your classroom, look for Earth-friendly options. Here are some examples:


	
Choose paper that has been processed chlorine free (PCF), to avoid dioxin and mercury pollution from the bleaching process, and choose the highest percentage of recycled post-consumer waste (PCW) available.



	
Opt for folders and binders made of recycled cardboard and paper instead of PVC or other plastic products.



	
Find recycled pencils, recycled plastic pens, soybean crayons, and nontoxic unscented markers.



	
Pick paperclips, scissors, and other incidentals made with recycled materials.



	
Use the Electronic Product Environmental Assessment Tool found at www.epeat.net to help you select the most environmentally friendly computer for your classroom.





Green office and school supplies are becoming increasingly available through major retailers, but you may still run into difficulty depending on your location. Shop online and you'll find everything you need and products made from materials you never would have imagined, like paper made from bamboo. Make your purchases “speak” to your students by posting signs by each item that explain what they're made of and how that's better for the planet.
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Use your green classroom not only as a model for your students, but also as a model for the rest of the school, the parents, and the community. Take every opportunity possible to have people tour your room to look at what you have and do. Invite a local newspaper or television station to do a story on it. Spread the word!





Keeping It Clean and Green



Many conventional cleaning products have ingredients in them that pollute the air inside your classroom. They can also cause headaches, asthma and allergy attacks, and other health problems. Keep your classroom clean by using products that don't hurt the Earth or human health. You can find safer products at www.healthyschoolscampaign.org in its Green Clean Schools resources. Green Seal (www.greenseal.org) is another national nonprofit that certifies products for offices and institutions.
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Beware of what the Center for Ecoliteracy calls “hidden curricula” in schools. These subliminal messages can undermine the good lessons you teach in your classroom. For instance, if your cafeteria uses Styro-foam plates and cups, this contradicts what you say about the harm they do to the environment. What are the hidden curricula at your school?





Taking It Outdoors



As much as possible, take your students outside. Getting in touch with nature makes people more apt to want to protect it. Even if you're not specifically teaching an environmental concept at the time, just being outside in the sunshine is important. You can sit in the grass and read a book or work on math equations. It might be difficult at first to keep everyone focused on the task at hand, but the more often you do it, the more the children will become accustomed to it and appreciate their time outdoors.

Another way to get a quick glimpse of the natural world is to take an outdoor route when you're going from one area of the school to another. It might be a longer walk to find the nearest exit to your classroom and then traipse around the building until you find the nearest entrance to the cafeteria, gym, or library, but the time outside is a tiny opportunity to enrich your class. Did anyone see a bird or some other type of animal? Did anyone see a bug? What types of plants are growing? What was the weather like? The first couple of times, you can devote a little class time to discuss what the students experienced. Make a large bulletin board showing your school and grounds. The students can regularly draw pictures of what they saw and add them to the board. Each time you take a quick walk, pick one or two students to add a drawing during their spare time.



Making It Work


You might be thinking, “Sure this all sounds good in theory, but how will it work in reality?” Just because something sounds good or seems like the right thing to do doesn't necessarily mean it can be done. The golden rule for the green school: Don't dwell on what you can't do; focus on what you can do.
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The average person can recognize more than 1,000 corporate logos, but fewer than ten native plants. It is more important than ever to take every opportunity possible to teach kids the basics of nature and the language that goes with it.





Curriculum Connections



You likely have a very full plate of concepts you need to teach your students in order to meet grade and testing requirements. How can you squeeze in more? Fortunately, the concepts of nature, ecology, and sustainability lend themselves easily to all of the other issues children need to learn. Math, science, reading, English, history, social sciences, nutrition, art, and other subjects can be explored while you simultaneously teach your students to be responsible planetary citizens. There's a growing body of resources for teachers to tie these curricular concepts together, and the interdisciplinary framework of sustainability strengthens educational objectives by making all subjects more engaging, significant, and action-oriented. Using an interdisciplinary education model also promotes the systemic thinking necessary for addressing the increasingly complex global issues humanity faces. The world needs responsible citizens and leaders capable of interdisciplinary thought, and it begins with understanding the planet you live on and the way you can impact it.



Events to Inspire



If you're having a tough time linking the concepts of sustainability with your established curriculum, get creative and take it beyond school hours by hosting events that the children coordinate. You could start with a junk sculpture art show, a play about water pollution, an Earth Day celebration, or anything else you can dream up. You can also go green at events that your school already hosts. Have your students set up an informational table with fact sheets and a display describing an important environmental action. Work with the school music teacher to put on an environmental musical for the school's spring concert. You can find a “Rock the World” concert kit at www.kidsforsavingearth.org. Sell reusable water bottles at the season's biggest sporting events. There are countless ways to inspire your community at these regular gatherings.



Prompting Parents



Every teacher knows that a student's academic success is largely determined by parental involvement. Successfully nurturing a child who cares about the environment and who takes action to protect it requires parental support as well. Again, make parents aware of your intentions by sending home letters regularly updating them on the issues you're teaching the students and the actions you're taking at school. Throughout this book, you'll also find ways to have the children take the issues home and get families to take action together.



Keeping It Real



There is no perfect prescription for going green. Everyone has to do it their own way. Just as every child learns in different ways, some of the activities in this book will be more successful than others at teaching different children. Teaching sustainability is not like teaching math. There are facts to remember, but it's much more about critical thinking. It's a process and an outcome, and you should feel comfortable in letting the children guide the journey. Always keep in mind that it is a learning process for everyone and it can make a big difference to the health and welfare of the Earth and its citizens.




[image: illustration]



Check out Edutopia's Go Green Database, which includes links to imaginative classroom projects, green curricula, lesson plans, service-learning opportunities, and online tools. Search by grade level, cost, topic, or location. You also can contribute your favorite environmental education resources, as well as rate, browse, and discuss the resources in this growing green directory. Visit www.edutopia.org/go-green.





Making It Meaningful


Melting polar ice caps are easily forgotten when your students are bombarded with advertisements for the latest video games, movies, and junk food the instant they leave school. Buying new toys and watching television is so much more fun than worrying about pollution. It takes a certain finesse to make it meaningful without sending the child home frightened. Here are some basic tips.



Find the Personal Connections



People are a part of a web of life. Make global issues important to your students by discussing how they ultimately impact their lives in your community. Industrial pollution or agricultural runoff upriver from you may find its way into your drinking water. Melting polar ice caps and the resulting rising sea levels could leave your favorite vacation spot underwater. One thing always leads to another. Teach your students the global consequences of their actions, but also empower them to solve these problems.



Storytelling



It's innate to human cognition that stories influence thought and behavior. You can lecture all day long and spew facts and statistics until you're blue in the face, but it won't have the same impact as a good short story. Stories are powerful. Look to global fables and folklore for stories about nature and the environment. There's also a growing number of fictional books for kids that discuss environmental issues and values. Many are listed in Appendix A. Even more compelling, though, are true stories about other kids and other schools. For example, the story of eleven-year-old Clinton Hill, the founder of Kids for Saving Earth, is an inspiration to many. Alternatively, you can have your students write and illustrate their own stories and share them with the class.
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Every year since 1971, ten students or student groups from across the country are recognized with a President's Environmental Youth Award. That's more than 300 examples of exceptional efforts to protect the environment, and all of them were imagined, developed, and implemented by kids!





Accentuate the Positive



It is extremely important that you don't scare your students. It sounds obvious, but it can be challenging when you're discussing environmental destruction and global warming. People of all ages quickly become over-whelmed and scared, which can lead to a sense of futility. You want to empower your students and this can only happen through the power of positivism. There are many problems, but there are even more solutions. Focus on the opportunities. Focus on the success stories. Focus on the possibilities.



Earning Money


Schools are used to fundraising. There are many ways to make some green while being green.



Eco-Friendly Fundraising



Say goodbye to candy and plastic trinkets and hello to high-quality, useful products that people want and need. Here are five resources for innovative, green fundraising that can earn money and educate your community.


	

Green School Project (www.greenschoolproject.com) pays schools to recycle inkjet and laser printer cartridges as well as cell phones and PDA devices. It provides prepaid shipping materials and all other marketing materials free of charge.



	

Mother Earth Fundraising (www.motherearthfundraising.com) is an ongoing way to raise money for your school. You simply encourage your community to purchase Earth-friendly products from the website and designate your school to receive a percentage of their purchase. The site has a wide variety of items, from soaps and cleaners to recycled gift wrap and gardening supplies. Get your community shopping online and your school will receive quarterly checks equal to 25 percent of all purchases.



	

Terracycle (www.terracycle.net) pays you money to collect waste it recycles into new products. Collect wrappers, drink pouches, plastic bottles, yogurt cups, corks, and other simple trash that's turned into treasures like reusable bags, pencil pouches, plant food bottles, and more.



	

One Planet Fundraising (www.oneplanetfundraising.com) has a variety of fundraising programs. Your class can choose to sell energy-saving compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs, reusable shopping bags, reusable water bottles, or recycled metal magnets. Each one earns you 40 percent of the profits.



	

Kids for Saving Earth (www.kidsforsavingearth.org) has several suggestions for educational programs that combine earning and learning.





With a growing awareness of environmental issues, new green fundraising programs are sprouting up regularly.



Economical Education



Another way to earn money is by saving money. For example, if you have a certain budget allotted for buying paper, cut back on how much paper you use by using both sides and taking advantage of other reduction techniques. Use the money left over for ecofriendly products or for field trips. Likewise, you can ask the principal if you can have a portion of the money saved if you conduct a school energy conservation campaign. Find out your school's average monthly energy use. Conduct an energy conservation campaign and examine energy usage levels after several months. If it's gone down, it's money in your classroom pocket.



Making This Book Work for You


Now you know the nuts and bolts of creating the environment to nurture a green classroom. Here are the final tips for using this book and making your journey successful.



Meet Your Major Headings



Most of the chapters of this book are organized exactly the same to make it easier for you to get into a rhythm of addressing the entire picture about a particular issue. Here's what the areas are called and what they cover.


	
“What It's All About” describes the basics of each issue.



	
“Global Picture” attempts to address how the issue impacts other regions of the globe, how different populations are responding, or general lifestyle differences.



	
“For the Classroom” brings the issue into the physical classroom space.



	
“School Projects” are ideas to address the issue as a school community.



	
“Field Trips” are — you guessed it — ideas for field trips that highlight the issue.



	
“Human Health” discusses how each issue relates to human health.



	
“Take It Home” identifies ways to bring the issue home to parents and caregivers.





Essentially, the framework of this book is to incorporate green living in every facet of life because the environment is everywhere and every action impacts the environment.



It's about Learning and Loving, Not Guilt and Grudge



Whatever you do, keep it easy and fun because if something is not fairly easy and fun, it won't get done. You have a limited amount of time with each child and you want your lessons to last a lifetime, so tackle little pieces every day until it becomes a habit for everyone. Laugh a lot. Smile a lot. You're making the world a better place.





CHAPTER 2


Earth-Friendly Farming

With so many people living in cities, children (and adults!) often have no idea where their food comes from or how it is grown or raised. Establishing an intimate connection between you and your food lays the foundation for healthier eating and a healthier life. By understanding exactly how your food gets to your fork, you will understand better how your food choices affect your health, the environment, and the community. The old cliché “you are what you eat” can now be expanded to “the world is what people eat.” Every bite and drink you take has an impact on the planet.



What It's All About


Who needs farms when there are grocery stores? The personal disconnect from farming and food has probably never been greater. School curriculum emphasizes the importance of a nutritious diet, but it is also important to understand the bigger story of food.



Big, Big, Big Farms



Farms grow food, but they've also grown in size over time. Have your students draw their own garden from a bird's-eye view. Have you ever grown or seen a vegetable garden? Imagine that everything you eat in a year is grown in that one garden.

Since most people don't grow or raise their own food, farmers have to use more space to grow enough to feed not only themselves but many other people also. Back in 1940, each farmer fed eleven people; by 2002, each farmer fed ninety people. With a growing population, farms have gotten bigger and bigger and bigger. Put all of your students' gardens together on the wall to show how quickly the farm grows.

These big farms, known as industrial farms, are useful because fewer people can grow more food. That means most people don't need to worry about growing the food they eat. They can do other things with their lives like write books or race cars or fly planes. Yet, in order for fewer people to grow more food, they have to find ways to be very efficient, meaning they can't waste any time or money. They have to be fast and do things cheaply.

Think of your garden, and picture going out and picking the weeds that pop up in between the plants. It's important to get rid of the weeds because they compete with the edible garden plants for water, sun, and soil nutrients (plant food). If you had to pick the weeds from everyone's gardens, it would be a lot more difficult and take a lot more time. Industrial farms use pesticides to kill the weeds because it saves time. However, these chemicals end up killing bugs like butterflies and bees in addition to the weeds. They also sink into the soil and soak down into our groundwater (the water underground that most of our drinking water is drawn from). They can also end up in the food that is grown at the farm.



The Natural Recipe for Farming



People can farm without hurting the planet if they keep the planet in mind while they're farming. Organic or sustainable farms try to grow food and raise animals as close to what Mother Nature intended as possible. They don't use any harmful chemicals for killing weeds; they don't use sewage sludge (which is what people flush down their toilets!) to fertilize their fields; they feed their animals natural food; and they do whatever they can to protect the Earth as they farm. Take a virtual organic farm tour at www.ecokidsonline.com. Just look for “My Visit to an Organic Farm” and let your students explore without leaving the classroom. When you're done, write your own organic “Farmer in the Dell” song.

One specific part of the Earth sustainable farmers try hard to protect is the soil. Without healthy soil, they can't grow food. There are a lot of ingredients needed for healthy soil, including our friends the earthworms (actually, it's their poop that makes soil healthy). Make your own classroom worm farm by downloading the worm guide from www.ciwmb.ca.gov/schools/curriculum/worms.

A second part of this project is to buy two identical plants. Scoop out the worm poop and worm juice every now and then and feed it to one of the potted plants (mark them so you know which one to feed). Watch and see what happens. Is one growing more quickly than the other? Does it look healthier? This is why it's important to protect the soil and the creatures that live in it. The pesticides and other chemicals that industrial farmers use can kill these helpful creatures. Pick up a copy of Worms Eat Our Garbage: Classroom Activities for a Better Environment by Mary Appelhof, Mary Frances Fenton, and Barbara Loss Harris to find more ideas to get your students wriggling.



Earthworm Survey



Spring is the ideal time to check for earthworm activity. Wait until the soil temperature is at least 50°F and soil moisture content at the surface is 20 percent or more. Using a shovel or spade, dig a cube of soil measuring roughly a foot on each side, and lay it next to the hole on the ground's surface. Break it apart and look for earthworms. You'll find at least ten earthworms per cubic foot in healthy soil. Repeat the procedure at several locations in your garden or schoolyard. If your soil's average is fewer than ten worms per cubic foot, it's time to add more organic matter like compost to your soil.



Global Picture


The foods we eat come from all over the world. Things like bananas, chocolate, and coffee are common in every American household, but they have to travel thousands of miles to get to the local grocery store. The farther the food has to travel, the more fuel it takes to get it there. The more fuel it takes to get it there, the more pollution and global warming it creates.



Big Planet, Little Land



The planet Earth is very large, but there's really not that much space on it for farming, which means it's important to protect the soil on the farmland.  You can demonstrate how very little farmland there is by cutting up an apple for the class. The apple represents the planet Earth.


	
Cut the apple into quarters; three of those are oceans.



	
Slice the remaining quarter in half; one piece is all of the land people cannot live on, such as swamps, mountaintops, polar ice caps, and deserts. What's left now? One-eighth of the apple.



	
Slice this piece into four equal sections. Three of them represent the land that is too rocky, too wet, too cold, or too steep. It also includes land with soil that is too poor to grow food on and all the land that has been built on or paved. What's left now? One-thirty-second of the planet.



	
Carefully peel the tiny slice of Earth. This tiny bit of peel represents the very thin layer of the Earth's crust that grows all the food to feed everyone on the planet. This layer, called the topsoil, is less than five feet deep and it takes 100 years for nature to create one inch of it.





This visual example usually sparks some lively class discussion. Did you have any idea that people had such little space for farming? How can people protect the soil? Can the students practice cutting an apple (or drawing an apple and then drawing lines through it to represent the cuts) and telling the story to someone else?
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The average fruit or vegetable has to travel 1,650 miles from the farm to your table. It's a long journey and causes a lot of pollution. Map it for the class and calculate how many gallons of gas it would take if you took the same road trip.





Play with Your Food



Have fun with food by having your students create food puppets and write a play that can teach younger students. Divide the classroom into pairs or small groups. Assign each of them a simple food like a potato, banana, kiwi, mango, cinnamon, or cocoa bean. Find common foods that may come from far away. Each group will need to make a puppet of their food and answer the following questions:


	
Where is this food from?



	
How many miles is that from where you live?



	
How many gallons of gas would it take to get here by car if your car gets thirty miles per gallon?



	
How many pounds of the global-warming gas, carbon dioxide, would be released by this trip if each gallon of gas releases about twenty-five pounds of carbon dioxide?



	
What language do they speak where this food came from?



	
How is this food grown and farmed?





Once the students have learned all about their food, they should write a script as though their food is talking and introducing itself to an audience. Have fun with it and let the kids write music for the play and design the set. Encourage them to use their imaginations.



For the Classroom


What's the difference between a teacher and a farmer? One grows bright thinkers and the other grows food. Make your crop of thinkers farm-friendly by engaging them in their own miniature farm.
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For a wide range of activities and resources for levels K–12, visit the California Foundation for Agriculture in the Classroom website (www.cfaitc.org). It has lesson plans, a teacher's resource guide, a kid's corner with games and coloring pages, and lots more.





Flat Farmers



If you were a farmer, what kind of food would you grow or what kind of animals would you raise? Have each child pick one thing and then go around the classroom to discuss how that food grows or how that animal is raised. For example, if a child wants to be an apple farmer, she has to know that apples grow on trees. Likewise, if a child wants to grow carrots, he has to know that they grow underground. If you have access to the Internet, try to find images of what each type of farm looks like (or at least a picture of what the food looks like before it is picked). For animals, talk about what kind of food they eat and what kind of houses they need. Again, find some pictures to show the students. If the children are younger or you don't have access to a computer, get a variety of farming books from the library and look through them with your students. After you've perused them together, the students can each pick which farm they would want to have.

For the second part of the activity, lay out large pieces of paper on the floor and trace an outline of each child. Have them draw in the details of themselves wearing whatever clothing they think a farmer would wear. For the background of the picture, they should draw what their chosen farm would look like. Voilà! Flat Farmers ready for display in your classroom or hallway.



Petite Patch



Herb gardens are easy to grow indoors, and they give children a chance to grow a plant that can be harvested and used in cooking. Create your petite patch by designating some prime “farmland” by sunny windows. You can either grow herbs from seed or, to increase the likelihood of success, buy seedlings (or ask a nursery to donate them). Use fiber pots, so when the plants grow big enough, they can easily be transplanted to a large pot or even outdoors when the children take them home. For whichever herb you choose, when they are big enough to be used, send them home with instructions for how to pick them off the plant without harming it, as well as some simple recipes for using them. Visit www.planetnatural.com/site /herbgardening.html for help and more ideas.



School Projects


Getting your whole school engaged in understanding where food comes from and how food grows can be really exciting and surprisingly rewarding. Establishing an intimate connection between you and your food lays the foundation for healthier eating and a healthier life. By understanding exactly how your food gets to you, you understand better how your food choices affect your health, the environment, and the community.



Farm-to-School



Farm-to-school is a growing national effort to connect school lunch programs directly to local farmers. According to the National Farm to School Program, there are almost 9,000 schools across the country making this vital connection. You can start down this exciting path by visiting the National Farm to School Program website (www.farmtoschool.org), where you'll find information about the program and its importance, success stories, how to connect with resources in your state, step-by-step guides for implementing a program, curricular resources, funding opportunities, and much more. Whether it's a simple salad bar or a seasonal supply of apples, little efforts go a long way to teach kids and adults alike about the vital connection between healthy farms, healthy communities, and healthy bodies.



School Gardens



School gardens are an amazing multidisciplinary, hands-on learning opportunity. In addition, they provide an unparalleled experience to empower children to grow their own food. You'll see the pride in your students' faces the first time they get to eat or share something fresh from the garden. You can also expect them to eat foods they may shun in the cafeteria because of the excitement of growing it themselves (and because it just tastes better)!

Once again, all you need to do is hop online and visit www.schoolgardenwizard.org. This site has everything from how to make the case to your school administrators to planning the garden. It also includes tips on how to garden, how to learn in the garden, and how to evaluate your success. Of course, the climate you live in will determine what you can feasibly grow during the school year. If you live somewhere with a short growing season, you may want to raise funds to build a small greenhouse for your garden. You can also focus on fast-growing crops like snap peas and leaf lettuce. Another idea is to have families adopt the garden over summer break, so the children have a bountiful harvest to enjoy when they come back in the fall. Put one family in charge each week, fewer if you have a lot of parents who'd like to participate.
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It is very common for school food service managers to initially assume farm-to-school programs are too difficult or too expensive. Don't take no for an answer! For your best chances of success, find the nearest school that has a program in place and have their staff contact your school to explain how it works for them.





Field Trips


The farming and food field trip options are almost endless. You'll find a couple of ideas here, but use your imagination. Think of ethnic restaurants, global markets, farmers' markets, processing facilities, Amish or Native American communities, fisheries, or orchards. Just remember to examine how the farm or facility is affecting the environment.



Visit a Local Farm



Most schools already schedule a farm field trip at some point during the primary years. If it's possible, find a local organic farm to visit so the staff can explain what they do to protect the environment. How do they protect the soil and water? How do they conserve energy and water? How do they deal with weeds and pests?

Have the class brainstorm questions to ask prior to your visit. Even if it's not an organic farm, you can ask staff if they consider the environment or do anything about the farm's impact on it. If you successfully start a farm-to-school program, visit the farms you have partnered with. It's especially memorable for students to see exactly where their food is grown. To prepare your students for visiting the farm, visit Earthbound Farm's website at www.ebfarm.com to find basic information about organic farms and a coloring book about Earthy and Bounder, two earthworms that teach kids all about organic farming.
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The Center for Ecoliteracy published a comprehensive guide for schools called the “Rethinking School Lunch Guide.” It contains all the tools and creative solutions for improving school lunches, academic success, environmental awareness, and the well-being of children. Download it at www.ecoliteracy.org/programs/rslguide.html.





Grocery Store Scavenger Hunt



Call a local grocery store and find out at what times during the day or what day of the week they usually have very little business. Warn them that you'll be bringing in your class. Break up the class into teams of three or four (depending on your class size and how many chaperones you can wrangle). The goal of the scavenger hunt is to find the foods that came the longest distance and those that came the shortest. Chaperones should all be armed with atlases to help the children find the locations on a map. It's impossible to know at a glance how far the ingredients in processed foods have traveled, so you'll just have to go by where it was packaged or manufactured. If the ones that end up coming from the closest locations are multi-ingredient processed foods, write down the product names and bring them back to the classroom for an investigation to see how far the ingredients had to come.
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If you are planning a visit to a farm with animals, make sure you are aware of any animal allergies your students may have. Also, be sure to have students wash their hands well after touching any animals at the farm.





Human Health


How many times have you heard “you are what you eat”? What do you think it means? It means that your health depends on how healthfully you eat. More and more, we're finding that the foods that are healthiest for us are also the foods that protect the health of the planet.



Food Label Forensics



Have students bring clean food labels from home. Each student will only use one label, but they should all bring several to ensure that everyone will get to work with a label from a different product. Go around the room and have them read their product's ingredients to the class. Before you begin, reassure them that it's okay if they have a hard time pronouncing some of the ingredients. As they read each one, write it on the board; whenever an ingredient is repeated, tally a mark by it.

In the end, you'll likely have a very long list and you'll see by the tallies which ingredients are most common. Do you know what these ingredients are? Have the students come up to the board and circle ingredients they are familiar with (likely things such as milk, sugar, and wheat). What's left? Now it's time for some food label forensics. Find out what these things are, what they're doing in your food, and what they might do to your health. The Center for Science in the Public Interest has a food additives safety program. At www.cspinet.org/reports/chemcuisine.htm you can find a comprehensive list of these unpronounceable ingredients and what sort of health impacts might be associated with them.



Invisible Invaders



To get an idea of how a chemical pesticide or fertilizer ends up in your food, fill a container with water and add a few drops of food coloring. Place a stalk of celery in the water. When plants are growing, they drink water from the soil they are growing in. To speed up the process for our experiment, we've left the soil out and are letting our plant simply drink all the water it wants. A conventional farm uses strong chemicals called pesticides to help keep weeds and bugs away from the plants, but where does the pesticide go after it's been sprayed? It lands on the plant and the soil and eventually ends up in the water the plant is drinking. The food coloring represents the pesticides. Wait twenty-four hours. What happened? Ask your students what would happen if they ate this celery.
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Grade schools in Olympia, Washington, went completely organic and still managed to cut lunch costs by two cents per meal. Their program includes working directly with local organic farms, and they cut out desserts, opting instead to offer fruits to satisfy students' sweet cravings.





Take It Home


Most parents know a healthy diet is important for their child's development. What many don't know is that the healthiest diet is also the one that's best for the planet. Help your students' parents get in the know by giving them easy tips for making changes in their diet.



The Dirty Dozen



Conventionally grown food can have chemical pesticide residues. Pesticides have been linked to a variety of health impacts, and kids are most vulnerable. You can easily reduce a child's exposure to these chemicals by avoiding produce that typically has high levels of residue and choosing those with low levels instead. In a 2003 study published in Environmental Health Perspectives, schoolchildren were tested for pesticides in their bodies. Those who ate an organic diet had one-sixth the amount compared to those who ate a conventionally grown diet. When you want one of the most frequently contaminated foods, select an organically grown product instead.


Twelve Most Contaminated



	
Apples



	
Bell peppers



	
Celery



	
Cherries



	
Imported grapes



	
Nectarines



	
Peaches



	
Pears



	
Potatoes



	
Red raspberries



	
Spinach



	
Strawberries






Twelve Least Contaminated



	
Asparagus



	
Avocados
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