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California 

Los Angeles Unified School District, California  

Large District Exemplifies Urban Sustainability 

The Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD) is the second largest school 
district in the nation, serving an extremely diverse population of more than 650,000 
students, 76 percent of whom are eligible for free and reduced price lunch, across 
700 square miles of the densely urban greater Los Angeles area.  The story of 
sustainability at LAUSD is one of partnerships and teams. 

LAUSD has recognized the importance of sustainability beginning at least as far 
back as 1985, when it officially celebrated the 15th anniversary of Earth Day.  The 
district continually has reiterated its commitment to air quality; water and energy 
efficiency; the pursuit of alternative energy sources; waste reduction and recycling; 
the purchase of clean-powered vehicles; the design of high-performance, healthy, 
and sustainable facilities; the development of school gardens for ecology and 
curriculum integration; and building awareness of sustainability in the LAUSD 
community. 

The LAUSD Board of Education has expressly committed to becoming the most 
sustainable large urban school district in the nation.  In 2003, LAUSD became the 
first school district in California to adopt the sustainability standards of the 
Collaborative for High Performance Schools (CHPS) for all new schools and 
modernization projects.  LAUSD’s Maywood Academy and Charles H. Kim 
Elementary are featured CHPS demonstration schools.  To date, 78 schools have 
been CHPS certified.  In 2009, the District undertook a pilot of Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED).  To date, three new district schools have been 
certified LEED Gold, and two modernization projects have been certified LEED 
Silver.  The district requires cool roofs on all buildings to reduce heat island effect, 
and has piloted the use of cool schoolyard coatings, such as high-albedo surfaces. 

LAUSD has undertaken a robust sustainability initiative aimed at reducing 
environmental impact and costs, including high performance design and construction 
on all new schools and modernization projects; energy audit and energy- and water-
efficiency retrofits; use of recycled water; installation of 21 megawatts of solar 
capacity to date; innovative technology such as ground source heat pumps; low-
impact development stormwater management to help recharge the city’s aquifers; 
recycling, reuse, salvage, barter, and composting programs; and conversion of the 
district’s bus and fleet vehicles to clean and alternative energy, including the largest 
alternative-fuel bus fleet in the state.  A crucial aspect of LAUSD’s initiatives to 
reduce environmental impact and cost is behavioral change.  In addition to funding 
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and implementing facilities projects, the district works with utility providers, state and 
federal government agencies, and corporate and community partners to offer 
awareness programs and resources to its schools.   

In 2013, LAUSD restated its commitment to prioritization of educational schoolyard 
landscapes, greening through existing projects, and improving nutrition and food 
access, and over the past few years the district has worked with dozens of partners 
to install new gardens that serve as outdoor classrooms at more than 180 additional 
schools.  The nutritional garden program received a Certificate of Congressional 
Recognition for outstanding community service, and three school principals won the 
2015 L.A. Department of Public Health Champions for Change Excellence Award.   

More than 375 schools have one or more onsite gardens maintained by students, 
staff, and community partners.  The district participates in California Thursdays and 
other farm to school programs; more than 70 percent of food comes from local 
growers in California.  Some 490 schools have been recognized in the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA)'s HealthierUS School Challenge.  The Nutrition 
Education Obesity Prevention-LAUSD program (NEOP) and Sustainable Economic 
Enterprises of Los Angeles (SEE-LA) have partnered to create the unique Bring the 
Farmer to Your School program, which has local farmers visit Title I classrooms to 
deliver interactive presentations about agriculture, farming as a career, water 
conservation, and the importance of eating more fresh fruits and vegetables and 
having an active lifestyle.  Students can ask questions, see pictures, and taste farm-
fresh, locally grown produce. 

A district-level Sustainability Steering Committee comprising stakeholders from 
Facilities, Food Services, Transportation, Division of Instruction, Career and 
Technical Education (CTE), the Office of Environmental Health and Safety/Waste 
Management, Procurement, Legislative, and Communications coordinates 
sustainability goals and activities.  At the school level, each school has a 
Coordinated School Health Wellness Committee that promotes the physical, 
emotional, and social health and well-being of LAUSD students.  The committees 
must have representation from health education, physical education, health services, 
nutrition services, counseling, psychological and social services, safe environment, 
and parents and the community.  The committees work closely with other entities as 
needed, including the Health Education Program coordinator, the school nurse, and 
the food service department.  The Wellness Committee completes an annual 
assessment tool, and develops and implements an action plan.  LAUSD works with 
more than 150 partners to inform, educate, and support students, staff and the 
community in their efforts toward health, wellness, and physical fitness. 

The district has more than 50 environmentally-themed magnet schools and 
academies.  Fifty-one high schools offer advanced placement (AP) Environmental 
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Science.  The district has more than 100 gardens, which are integrated into the 
curriculum.  Several schools use the district’s legacy agricultural areas and 
greenhouses to offer horticulture-focused experiential programs.  Teachers from 
more than 440 schools have participated in sustainability education professional 
development workshops.  Through California’s Proposition 39, high school students 
receive hands-on experience learning how to conduct building energy audits at their 
schools.  Currently, 29 Proposition 39 projects are in construction, in design, or 
under audit, with another 20 anticipated. 

LAUSD’s outdoor education programs offer robust science, technology, engineering, 
and math (STEM)-related outdoor educational experiences to students throughout 
the district.  LAUSD’s Director of Outdoor Education participated in the California 
Environmental Literacy Task Force that developed the Blueprint for Environmental 
Literacy for the state.  LAUSD has instituted policies that promote environmental 
awareness; creating school-based programs and curriculum that integrate 
sustainability concepts across disciplines; developing contests and providing outdoor 
educational experiences that expose students to the natural environment; providing 
sustainability-related CTE; advanced learning programs that prepare LAUSD 
students for success in the careers of the future; and coordinating and cooperating 
with dozens of nonprofit local and regional entities that bring resources and passion 
to propel the student body into active participants in developing a more sustainable 
future. 

LAUSD’s Susan Miller Dorsey Senior High School is a 2015 U.S. Department of 
Education Green Ribbon School.  Two schools, George K. Porter Middle School and 
Westchester Enriched Sciences Magnets, are recognized in the 2016 California 
Green Ribbon Schools program at the Gold level.  The district's sustainability 
website ("Learning Green") and newsletter impart information on sustainability-
related activities and resources.  An informal network of school-based sustainability 
teacher-liaisons act as conduits for information on sustainability programs and 
initiatives from the district headquarters to the schools. 

 


