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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
For years the statistics have been tested and proven; the physical 
environment of sustainable buildings positively affects learning 
and attention, saves on operating costs and creates a healthier 
atmosphere for its inhabitants (Kats, 2006). These results have 
influenced many K-12 school districts to make improvements 
to their facilities, whether an upgrade to current buildings or 
investing in new construction. ‘Going Green’ has made a positive 
impact on the educational environment ,and sustainable school 
buildings can be found in many communities. However, many 
K-12 districts are not using this benefit to their curricular 
advantage. High performance schools provide a hands-on 
learning opportunity that conventional schools do not. Curricular 
material is available within the sustainable features of the 
building and site. Establishing a relationship between these two 
can provide a tangible learning experience for the students and 
affect their perception of sustainability.  
 
Environmental education offers a good model for 
interdisciplinary curricula and a large part of this education is exploring the relationship between the built and natural 
environment. Bond Architects works with school districts to establish integration of curriculum with the building’s 
physical sustainable features. The green features of the building design can inspire education across multiple subjects, 
offering students the ability to learn critical thinking, problem-solving and effective decision-making skills in an 
atmosphere that replicates real world situations (Cortese, 1992).   

ESTABLISHING THE CURRICULA
Curricula and instruction are changing. The attention is targeted on connecting school with real life situations and 
focusing on comprehension rather than memorization (Vosniadou, 2002). The goal is for students to gain meaningful 
and relevant learning experiences as well as a holistic understanding of interrelated real-life issues. Today’s 
students must be exposed to diverse, interdisciplinary collaboration, the creative process, advanced technology, and 
environmental ethics and values (Jenks-Jay, 1995).

Bond Architects understands how the built environment can be used as a teaching tool to complement curricular 
goals. Collaborating with school districts in the early stages, educational spaces can be designed to engage students, 
teachers and administration. Incorporating curricular goals, whether it occurs at the building’s design stage or post 
construction, Bond Architects features components that can directly promote the district’s desired objectives.  

Sustainable features vary building to building, and developing teaching lessons can take on different forms across a 
school district. Environmental learning is holistic and complex, and it is important to use investigative approaches 
such as inquiry, problem based learning and future oriented thinking. Bond Architects works with the individual 
schools to create age appropriate resources from the sustainable building examples. Understanding the building’s 
unique green qualities is necessary for educators to use them as tangible learning experiences.  

INTERPRETING SUSTAINABLE FEATURES INTO CURRICULAR AREAS
Recycling & Recycled Materials
This is a familiar concept, with recycling programs existing in the majority of schools, so it’s a good place to begin a 
curricular conversation especially at the lower grade levels. 

Bond Architects works with school districts to establish integration of curriculum with the building’s physical 
sustainable features.  
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Students participate in all aspects of the Seed to Table experience as they 
prepare beds, plant seeds and seedlings, tend crops and harvest produce.



The goal is not only for students to learn the recycling 
process but also social responsibility and impact. Both in 
and outside the building, it’s important to place recycling 
outlets in visual, easily accessible areas. At Clayton High 
School, Bond Architects placed the multiple recycling 
disposals in corridors near student gathering areas. This 
helps establish recycling as integrated and convenient. 
Introducing the students to the act of recycling may or 
may not be a new concept, but giving them an active role 
in the process can connect their actions to the behavior. 
Assigning a student to be the class recycling champion 
– responsible for gathering, taking it to main recycling 
room or bin, and even the final off-site destination – 
gives a sense of connection, purpose and involvement.

Utilizing recycling as a direct teaching tool can take 
different forms. Differentiating man-made products 
from their natural materials, while explaining benefits 
of recycling, is one of the more tangible representations 
a building provides. Examples of building materials 
which contain recycled matter, such as brick, metal 
and glass offer real-life examples as well as a direct 
connection to the environment. Science classes can 
explore these conversions in a variety of ways. Tracking 
the origin of the building materials, through lessons in 
geography, provides an interdisciplinary theme. In math 
curriculum, students weigh various types of waste to 
be recycled, while learning multiplication, fractions and 
other skills to connect the actual amount the class and/
or building contributes on a weekly, monthly and even 
yearly basis. Then, they compare the total weight to a 
well-known object of similar weight to give a tangible 
perspective of their recycling contribution.  

Energy Consumption
Different opportunities are available to help facilitate 
teaching in this broad curricular area. Using the 
building’s systems and their interdependence – 
explaining the functioning parts of a building, what happens 
when one doesn’t work while making comparisons and connections to nature – provides a direct correlation to many 
science and technology curricula. At University City, Clayton and Maplewood Richmond Heights School Districts, Bond 
Architects chose to expose the buildings’ structure and systems, in lieu of a finished ceiling, in areas easily accessible 
to students.   This allows the students to view working parts of the building and how they are connected. These exposed 
areas typically are placed in common areas, either inside or outside of classrooms, to demonstrate ways the building 
helps conserve both energy and use of natural resources while providing an authentic example of the subject matter. 
Pictures and signage often work to educate as well. Ladue School District placed informational signage as a reminder 
to students, staff and parents of the sustainable aspects of their building.

The majority of energy efficient buildings are designed with a Building Automation System (BAS), which allows the 
amount of energy used to be tracked in a given time period. This tracking can provide energy reports for the students 
to study. A wide range of subjects can benefit from this knowledge, specifically to provide a direct connection to our 
dependence on these different systems based on time of year and geographical location. Bond Architects designed two 
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At Clayton High School, Bond Architects placed the multiple recycling 
disposals near in corridors near student gathering areas.

At Maplewood Richmond Heights Early Childhood Center, Bond Architects 
chose to expose the building structure system in lieu of finish ceilings, allowing 
students to view working parts of the building and how they are connected.

Differentiating man-made products from their 
natural materials, while explaining benefits 
of recycling, is one of the more tangible 
representations a building provides.   



sustainable LEED certified elementary schools in the University City School 
District with a BAS which has the capability of informing the teachers and 
students of the building’s energy consumption.These reports can also be 
used as a tool when explaining the concept of energy and how it is consumed. 

Science and engineering projects also create motivation to study the 
efficiency of the building, both current and possible improvements.  
Utilizing the different sustainable features whether lighting fixtures, solar/
wind power or rain water collection give students a deeper understanding 
of the interrelation between natural and man-made dependencies.  
Awareness of how modern technology gives us control of the environment 
and our responsibility with this control can be researched as well.  
Language and grammar can also be interrelated into these projects 
and findings. Provide students with the research and tools to write local 
companies or grant foundations for donations to enable the building or site 
to function even more efficiently.

Water Usage
Water is a high demand resource and educating the students on 
conservation with building examples allows them to gain a holistic 
understanding. Teaching of the water cycle is an appropriate area to 
inform students how human consumption is interrelated and what our 
role in water conservation is. Low flow plumbing fixtures are found in the 
majority of high performing schools. Help students investigate the water 
savings per flush of the low flow vs. typical fixtures. Then use the number 
of flushes per day (students’ estimate) to find a rough estimate of daily 
water saving in restrooms alone. Relate the long-term savings to a body of 
water which would be of equivalent size. Another volume investigation is 
rain water collection. If the building is equipped to collect, it would allow 
for a tangible example. By estimating how much water would be conserved 
if every school in the district followed these measures gives students the 
opportunity for forward, future thinking.  

Food, Farming & Our Biosphere
The outdoor environment has a great impact on teaching sustainability, 
conservation and how our natural surroundings are interrelated. Bond 
Architects has worked with districts to provide locations for student-run 
vegetable gardens and outdoor learning classrooms. The food produced 
from the gardens is used as fresh ingredients in cafeteria lunches or by 
the students themselves in curricular programs, such as Seed-to-Table. 
Bond Architects designed teaching kitchens connected to their gardens 
at Maplewood Richmond Heights School District for their Seed-to-Table 
program. This program educates students on benefits of a healthy diet and 
lifestyle. With its focus on nature, the life cycle of plants, and the study of 
nutrition, the school district is preparing students to make healthy choices. 

The Seed-to-Table program provides an example of dependency on 
seasons, what foods can/will grow in an environment depending on time 
of year. In addition, the Maplewood Richmond Heights school district uses 
the gardens to educate the connection we have to our biosphere. Placing 
compost bins in the cafeteria during lunch the students sort not only 
their recyclables but food waste as well. The compost is then used by the 
students as fertilizer in the gardens. This cradle-to-grave cycle provides 
a tangible experience for subject understanding as well as promoting 
sustainable behavior.

Designing outdoor classrooms near areas of learning such as gardens or native landscaping creates an area for 
inspiration outside the four walls of a classroom. At Maplewood Richmond Heights, Bond Architects designed unique 
outdoor environments for the students to expand their model of ‘learning space.’ 

Pairing Sustainable Buildings with Curriculum | Bond Architects, Inc. | Page 3

The foods produced from school gardens are 
used as fresh ingredients in cafeteria lunches 
or by the students themselves in curricular 
programs, such as Seed-to-Table. 

LEED Certified Barbara Jordan Elementary

LEED Certified Pershing 



Strategically placed picnic tables can be a simple way to make available 
learning tools within the students’ direct environment. Most every sustainable 
site offers native landscaping. This is a great resource to facilitate a 
conversation of the biosphere. Rain gardens and prairies 
are areas for students to observe natural habitats. Instruction and 
demonstration on what wildlife is attracted to which plant, how many different 
species can they spot and how the plants and animals are dependant are ways 
to introduce learning into these outdoor environments. The exterior spaces can 
be used to explain water conservation.  The physical building does not have to 
be the only teaching tool used as a tangible example.

REACHING BEYOND THE BUILDING
Community involvement can be fostered by providing teaching tools that can be 
taken beyond the school building. Invite professionals from the area to lecture 
about what they do for a living; a conservationist to lead discussion with a 
science class or an engineer to talk about using math. Those who worked on 
the building - the architect, engineers and contractor - are great professional 
resources. These experts enable students to gain an understanding of the 
careers directly involved with the design and construction of their school, as 
well as how their community is interconnected.  

Clayton School District is doing just this. Bond Architects designed a 
greenhouse as part of our LEED Certified addition to the high school, which 
provides students a hands-on experience in biology. “We have a person 
from the Danforth Plant Science Center coming to speak with us about 
ways to team with them, potentially, with the greenhouse,” said Mike Howe, 
Clayton High School science instructor. “We’re hoping to get the community 
and maybe the elementary and middle schools involved in some way,” he 
added. “We’re building community loyalties.”  

This active teaching of sustainability as a behavior extends well beyond the 
school, encouraging students to integrate it into their lifestyle. Research 
and development through extracurricular clubs allows the students to take their interest and reach out to the 
community in a variety of ways. Education for sustainability encourages the development of productive partnerships 
to address the challenges of a sustainable community (Lang, 2007).  

Working with the design team, educators can showcase a building’s features as teaching tools and tangible real-life 
examples. Bond Architects works with school districts to enhance the relationship between building design and site 
planning with the students and curriculum. This relationship inspires a holistic understanding of how our design and 
use of buildings affects the environment and how we in turn impact the planet. Sustainable buildings can do more than 
just positively affect the environment; they can inspire curriculum and student, staff and community connectivity.  
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Rain gardens and prairies like those at LEED 
Certified Barbara Jordan Elementary in University 
City School District are areas for students to 
observe natural habitats.
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Designing outdoor classrooms and courtyards 
near areas of learning creates an area for 
inspiration outside the four walls of a classroom.  

About Bond Architects, Inc.
Bond Architects provides architecture, interior design and planning solutions to a wide range of educational, municipal 
and commercial clients. Our innovative projects, practice and people have been recognized for their commitment to 
enhancing communities, advancing education and promoting sustainability. To learn more, visit www.BondArchitectsInc.
com or call 314.863.4994.


