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ENVIRONMENT

EDUCATION

ENGAGING WITH
ENVIRONMENTAL
EMERGENCY
Governing boards play a pivotal role in promoting
environmental sustainability, explains Megan Tate,
NGA policy and research assistant

C

limate emergencies have
reached an all-time high.
Countries around the world
are being affected by extreme
conditions: from Australia’s
bushﬁre crisis of 2020 to the deadly
ﬂash ﬂooding recently caused by
hurricane Ida in the Americas.
These events capture the news
more than other emergencies in less
developed countries, where drought
is threatening people’s way of life;
some island nations are in danger
of being submerged. That humaninduced climate change is affecting
weather and climate extremes in
every region across the globe is
the undisputable conclusion of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC).
Think global, act local
The UN Climate Change Conference
(COP26) happening in Glasgow
– probably as you read this in
November – will underline how
urgent it is for the global community
to act. However, it should also
bring attention to the role that local
leaders can play in shaping the

systems they operate within, and
As local leaders making decisions,
their citizens’ habits, to ensure a
governors and trustees have a crucial
sustainable future.
role to play in achieving change. The
The DfE has a unique opportunity DfE’s governance handbook states
to work with young people and
that governing boards should
communities. It has worked
have the “determination to initiate
closely with the COP26 committee
and lead strategic change when
to deliver events at the summit,
this is in the best interests of
including within Youth and
children, young people and the
Empowerment Day. The DfE used
organisation, and to champion the
this moment to showcase their
reasons for, and beneﬁts of, change
vision for the UK’s education system to all stakeholders”.
on an international stage. The
It has often been children and
DfE’s Sustainability and Climate
young people who have ﬁrst called
Change Unit has developed a draft
for more action on climate change,
sustainability strategy for the
and we increasingly hear from
education and children’s services
our members that the climate and
systems, with a view to publishing
sustainability of life on this planet
the ﬁnalised version in April 2022.
is a growing concern for pupils. It
The strategy seeks to champion the
falls to governors and trustees to
importance of climate education,
listen and use their positions to
green skills and careers,
inﬂuence positive change,
help education settings to
setting conditions to help
become more sustainable,
young people understand
and make it easier for
the world and develop the
children and young people
skills and attitudes they will
to support local biodiversity
need to live fulﬁlled lives as
and have a lasting, positive
responsible citizens.
MEGAN TATE
POLICY AND
impact on the world
In responses to NGA’s
RESEARCH
around them.
annual governance survey in
ASSISTANT
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WHAT IMPACT
COULD WE HAVE?
Education sector buildings
account for 1% of all UK
energy consumption – schools
and universities represent
39% of UK public sector
building emissions: tackling
this can make a signiﬁcant
contribution to reach net zero.
Around 24,000 schools
covering a huge area across
the UK provide a signiﬁcant
opportunity to enhance
biodiversity and help nature
recover, as well as utilise the
greater opportunity to engage
children and young people
with the environment.
There are around 72,000
early years and childcare
providers and over 10
million pupils in UK schools.
There is potential to reach
many young people and
support them in making a
positive impact.
Education has a critical
role in preparing children
and young people for a
world changed by climate,
equipping them with the
knowledge and skills to create
a sustainable future.

2020, less than half of boards (44%)
said they were doing something
in relation to climate change or
sustainability, with recycling,
improving energy efﬁciency and
embedding climate change into the
curriculum being mentioned by
those that were taking action. We
hope this response will be 100%
in 2022.
Golden thread
of green governance
NGA encourages a whole-school or
trust approach to environmental
sustainability, which should be
considered when reviewing your
school or trust’s values, vision and
strategy. Adopting it as a strategic
priority should mean that the impact
on the environment becomes part

of all decision-making – a golden
campus, community and culture.
thread woven throughout.
For example, a school that is reGiven that progress towards the
evaluating its school food strategy
governing board’s strategic goals
can buy from local suppliers,
is regularly monitored by school
potentially reducing costs as well as
and trust leaders, the inclusion of
the carbon emissions from transport.
an environmental sustainability
A school wanting to improve
priority within the strategy
children’s mental health may be
ensures there
able to create
really is a wholegreen spaces to
“INCLUDING
organisation
give children a
THE SCHOOL
approach, and
calming place
COMMUNITY AT AN to relax and
that sustainability
is not simply an
EARLY STAGE AND also improve
afterthought.
MAINTAINING THAT air quality.
Being sustainable
We have also
INVOLVEMENT
goes beyond
set
up a greener
IS ESSENTIAL
switching off a
governance web
TO ACHIEVING
lightbulb. It is not
page with links to
CHANGES”
just the province
relevant partners,
of school business
their knowledge
managers and leaders – all of us
and resources. This includes a very
need to be thinking green. This is
useful ‘top tips’ document that the
a topic likely to require some staff
DfE published in 2012. The new
CPD so that all adults are aware of
resources being produced at and
the issues and of what the school or
after COP26 will also be added.
trust is attempting to achieve.
Good solutions and support are
Our commitment to you
also likely to come from the school
Ten years ago, the DfE rightly said
community; involving them at
that action will be reinforced “if
an early stage and maintaining
sustainability becomes a regular
that involvement is essential to
update at governors’ meetings”. A
achieving changes in behaviour.
decade later, this has not happened
It could be productive to consult
in most governing boards, and two
with local businesses, other local
years ago our chief executive Emma
organisations and public services
Knights accepted that NGA hadn’t
on how they could support the
been at the forefront of promoting
school with its sustainability
this important issue. From here
goals. Research commissioned
on in, NGA will ensure it is
by Asthma UK and the British
providing governing boards with the
Lung Foundation, for example,
knowledge you require to make the
found that 27% of schools and
contribution that the IPCC evidence
colleges in Britain are surrounded
shows is so clearly required.
by ‘dangerously high’ levels of air
As part of this work we will
pollution that are above the World
share stories from schools and
Health Organisation’s guidelines;
trusts that are making a difference.
reducing this cannot be the
On the opposite page, one of our
prerogative of schools alone.
Outstanding Governance Awards
ﬁnalists, Northern Star Academies
Trust, introduces its work to be a
The four Cs
green trust.
We have updated our guidance,
which was jointly produced with
the National Association for
More information
Environmental Education, and we
To get involved, ask a question
explain this interwoven approach
or share an experience, contact
as spanning four Cs: curriculum,
megan.tate@nga.org.uk
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STRIVING FOR ENVIRONMENTAL
SUSTAINABILITY
Helen Flynn, chair of trustees, Northern Star Academies Trust (NSAT)
As a board of trustees, we held
an away day in February 2020 to
devise a new ﬁve-year strategy
to drive our eight-school
trust in Yorkshire forwards
and deliver a high-quality and
relevant education for all our
children. Little did we know what
was about to happen across
the globe.
As chair, there was no doubt
in my mind that becoming a
green trust, in every sense of the
word, had to be an overarching
priority in our new strategy.
On our away day, I presented a
compelling argument for placing
‘environmental sustainability’ at
the centre of our mission and
vision. Fortunately, the trustees,
our leadership team, and the
whole community of trust
schools agreed. Climate change
is the ‘wicked problem’ of our
age. It has been for decades, and
progress has been woefully slow,

but is now accelerating.
Our agreed trust vision is to
nurture learning in a sustainable
environment so that our whole
community can thrive, aspire
and succeed. As trusts and local
authority-maintained schools,
we own large estates and are
educating a generation of
people who will have to live with
the effects of climate change if
we do not act now. If we are to
act responsibly and discharge
the level of trust that our young
people have put in us to act in
their interests, climate change
has, collectively, to be a high
priority for all our strategic plans
– even as we navigate our way
out of COVID-19.
Jenn Plews, our trust leader,
has been working on all aspects
of sustainability as we bring our
ﬁve-year strategy to life. We
are happy to share our progress
and initiatives to date with other

schools, and she provides a taste
of what we are doing below.
Jenn Plews, trust leader, NSAT
Prioritising time as trustees
to think in-depth about the
potential implications of
environmental problems for our
pupils and their futures was the
starting point for the work that
we’ve done since.
Following the board’s
decision to make environmental
sustainability a trust-wide
strategic priority, I immediately
began to evaluate the work that
already existed within individual
schools to give us a ﬁrm
foundation to build upon.
To be able to create a

Left to right: Elizabeth Oliver, director of governance; Helen Flynn, chair of trustees; Baroness Berridge; Jenn Plews, CEO; Bev Ashby, vice-chair of trustees
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meaningful and powerful
strategy, it was important to
understand the breadth and
depth of the brilliant work that
was taking place.
As trust leader, I am driven
by the belief that change
happens if diverse groups of
people work together. Children
and young people, as the most
important stakeholders in our
trust partnership and the drivers
of any future change, must be
central to all our decisions.
Returning in January 2021,
we launched the ‘Year of Waste’,
a focus on a sustainability
curriculum dedicated to pupils
exploring issues around waste
management. Supported by
Dr Jane Beasley (a waste
analyst and trust member),
we trained pupils in three of
our primary schools to become
waste analysts, exploring many
forms of waste such as food,
school resources, utilities
and time.
We have pupils aged ﬁve to
11 involved, and the project was
introduced by a video from Dr
Beasley, who explained to pupils
that waste is at the heart of the
environmental challenges we
face today. The video outlined
the crucial ‘why’ behind the
project in an age appropriate
and accessible way. It explained
the consequences of a
‘throwaway’, ‘out of sight out
of mind’ approach, why waste
needs to be managed, and how
it can be managed differently
in a way that goes further than
just recycling.
These children will present
their ﬁndings to both the trust
board and our whole trust
conference during the autumn
term. We intend that their
ﬁndings will inﬂuence our green
procurement and trust waste
strategy on a pupil-led basis.

Our ‘environment’ pillar
sets ‘learning in inspiring
environments’ at its core
and includes a requirement
that every NSAT school has
a community allotment or
garden. NSAT serves diverse
communities in Keighley,
Skipton and Harrogate, and
three of our trust’s schools
are based in locations that
are in the bottom 10% of the
most deprived communities in
the country.
I believe it is vital for us
to provide every pupil
who attends our trust with
opportunities to experience
and explore nature, and we’re
fortunate to be able to offer
that through our community
allotments and gardens.
We’ve decided that every
NSAT school has to have one
of these as a key feature,
and that in itself is exciting
because it means we’re
working with stakeholders in
the community in different
and interesting ways.
Finally, linking directly to our
Environmental Sustainability
Strategy and building on the
momentum of our Year of
Waste, we are implementing a
Next Generation Board, giving
young people a voice and a
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level of authority within the
trust’s governance community.
The time to rethink diversity,
regeneration, challenge,
and what insight looks like
across our trust’s governance
structures is now, and what
better way to do it than with
children and young people with
us at the helm.
The climate crisis is here, and
we believe as educationalists
that we need to go ‘high nature’
and ‘low carbon’ to tackle the
biodiversity crisis and climate
change together. Our refreshed
trust’s vision statement is “to
nurture learning in a sustainable
environment so our whole
community can thrive, aspire
and succeed”.

More information
about our work can be
found at www.nsat.org.uk
and @NSATGreen
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