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Environmental sustainability: 
How governing boards can lead positive change 
Schools have a crucial role in achieving environmental sustainability because they help young 
people understand the world and develop skills and attitudes to live fulfilled lives as responsible 
citizens. England has over 24,000 schools covering an area approximately twice the size of the 
Isle of Wight, providing the opportunity to enhance biodiversity, help nature recover, and 
engage children and young people in the natural environment. 

Who is responsible for leading change? 
As stated in the Department for Education (DfE) Governance Handbook: effective governance is 
based on “determination to initiate and lead strategic change when this is in the best interests 
of children, young people and the organisation, and to champion the reasons for, and benefits 
of, change to all stakeholders”. 

It is a core function of boards to determine the values, vision, ethos, and strategic priorities of 
the trust or school it governs. Governing boards are in a position to consider their role in 
environmental sustainability and ensure that their trusts and schools take action. 

This information sheet has been developed to help governors and trustees start meaningful 
conversations that ultimately result in a tangible climate action plan. Speak to the chair of 
your board about putting environmental sustainability on the agenda of your next governing 
board meeting. 

How can governing boards affect change? 
Governing boards can take the decision to make environmental sustainability a key element of 
their trust’s or school’s strategy. In doing so, environmental considerations should then run 
throughout the organisation’s decision-making and all of their work. 

A whole school/trust approach to environmental sustainability, by definition, should encompass 
all aspects of school life, learning and management. These are encapsulated by the Four Cs: 

Leading change can look like:  
 Setting the tone at board level, exemplifying the value placed on environmental 

sustainability and respect for the planet to the whole school/trust. 
 Assigning responsibility for environmental sustainability to one or more members of staff – 

this could be one lead for educational leadership and one for campus leadership.  

Curriculum 
Teaching and learning 

Campus 
Buildings, energy and grounds 

Community 
Working together inside and outside of school 

Culture 
The way things are done 
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 Equipping staff – investing time and resources to ensure all staff are able to develop and 
deliver the board strategy. 

 Engaging stakeholders – listening to and involving pupils, parents, staff and the wider 
community. 

Questions you can ask to start discussions: 
 What and when do pupils learn about environmental sustainability?  
 In what way/ways does the school/trust campus impact environmental sustainability? 
 How are children travelling to school – does this have an environmental impact? 
 Do we take sustainability seriously, and model pro-environmental behaviours transparently 

in the school’s operation? 

DfE strategy for sustainability and climate change 
In April 2022 the DfE launched Sustainability and climate change: a strategy for the education 
and children’s services systems outlining how they aim to make the United Kingdom the world-
leading education sector in sustainability and climate change by 2030. Key policies for 
governing boards to be aware of and consider in their plans include: 

 Curriculum additions – by 2023 the DfE will develop a primary science model curriculum 
with an emphasis on nature to ensure all children understand the world around them. By 
2025, a natural history GCSE will be introduced. In autumn 2022, the DfE will launch the 
National Education Nature Park, a virtual, interactive map of the education estate, to engage 
children and young people with the natural world and involve them in measuring and 
improving biodiversity in their nursery, school, college or university. 

 Climate action plans and sustainability leads – by 2025 all education settings will have 
nominated a sustainability lead and a climate action plan (to include curricular and extra-
curricular activity, procurement, adaptation and decarbonisation plans). Sustainability leads 
will also receive carbon literacy training by 2025.  

 Standardised monitoring – by 2024 the DfE will create standardised reporting frameworks 
for emissions and will establish emissions targets between 2025 and 2035. 

 Improved grant funding process – in 2022 the DfE will work with the Department for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) to help education settings access the Public 
Sector Decarbonisation Scheme. The DfE will also explore simplifying grant application. 

 Sustainable procurement – by 2023 the DfE will support sustainable purchasing of products 
and services by ensuring that sustainability is part of the assessment and validation criteria 
for including suppliers on procurement frameworks. 

 New governor training – by 2023 the DfE will pilot new training for school governors on a 
whole-school approach to food as set out in the forthcoming government food strategy. 

 Green careers – the DfE will ensure a single source of government-assured information on 
green career pathways. Apprenticeships will work to incorporate green objectives and by 
2023, a T level in agriculture, land management and production will be available. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainability-and-climate-change-strategy/sustainability-and-climate-change-a-strategy-for-the-education-and-childrens-services-systems#initiatives-to-drive-the-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sustainability-and-climate-change-strategy/sustainability-and-climate-change-a-strategy-for-the-education-and-childrens-services-systems#initiatives-to-drive-the-strategy
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 A Climate Leaders Award will provide a structured route through existing awards in this 
area, complementing classroom learning and developing connections with nature; making a 
real contribution to a sustainable future. 

When will you see results in your school or trust? 
If environmental sustainability has been adopted as an organisational priority within the 
strategy, its monitoring and review will become part of the board’s regular business. Results 
will depend on the content of the climate action plan and available funding. 

Acting on environmental sustainability can return short-term or long-term benefits to your 
school or trust. Indicators of positive change include: 

Short-term indicators  
 Campus: switching to a green energy supplier if contracts are under review  
 Community: walking and cycling to school initiatives 
 Culture: changes such as turning off unused lights/equipment and reducing printing demand 
 Curriculum: engaging in relevant professional development and outdoor learning 

Medium and long-term indicators 
 Campus: a return on investment from sustainable energy sources such as solar panels  
 Community: creating relationships with the community who lend resource or capacity to 

support green initiatives 
 Culture: working towards awards that encourage and support whole school/trust changes 
 Curriculum: sustainability is embedded within the whole curriculum 

Where can I go to find out more? 
Visit NGA’s Greener Governance campaign 
page to read our extended guidance, case 
studies and explore further resources. 

 
Thank you for reading this information. If you 
have any feedback you’d like to share, please 
email kcfeedback@nga.org.uk. 

Don’t miss out on membership benefits 
If you’re an NGA member, check your account details are correct by logging in at nga.org.uk and 
visiting the account management page. Every member of your governing board needs an up-to-
date account to access benefits including our Governing Matters magazine and weekly e-
newsletter. If you don’t have an account or you’re not sure, talk to your clerk/governance 
professional or chair or contact us. 

https://www.nga.org.uk/News/Campaigns/Greener-Governance.aspx
https://www.nga.org.uk/News/Campaigns/Greener-Governance.aspx
mailto:kcfeedback@nga.org.uk
www.nga.org.uk
https://www.nga.org.uk/Contact-us.aspx
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