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Introduction 
This document accompanies a more substantial report, The Co-Benefits of Climate Action in 
Schools, which summarises the findings from research commissioned by Ashden and carried 
out by University College London (UCL). The purpose of the research was to investigate the 
nature and extent of the co-benefits of climate actions in schools.  Although reducing carbon 
emissions is the core aim of Let’s Go Zero, Ashden recognises that climate action in schools 
may also generate a wider range of additional benefits, or co-benefits, for pupils, staƯ and 
school communities. 

 

As part of the project, UCL conducted case study research in ten schools (see Table 1) who had 
worked intensively with Let’s Go Zero to develop their climate action work. Research visits took 
place between February and May 2026. This document is a compilation of ‘snapshots’ of each 
school, each of which includes a short summary of the school’s context, the primary climate 
actions that are underway, the co-benefits that are most strongly evidenced and the main 
takeaways for school leaders.  
 
Table 1: Case study schools 
 

School name Phase Region Urban / Rural IDACI / FSM-aligned 
disadvantage status * 

All Saints School Primary and Secondary 
(SEND) 

East of England Rural / Coastal Not classified ** 

Brindishe Green 
 

Primary London Urban Mixed 

Bugle School 
 

Primary South West Rural Disadvantaged 

Chelmsford College 
 

Post 16 East of England Urban Advantaged 

Hollinswood Primary 
School and Nursery 

Primary West Midlands Urban Disadvantaged 

King Edward VI 
Academy 

Secondary East Midlands Rural Disadvantaged 

Lenthall Infant and 
Nursery School 

Primary East Midlands Semi urban Disadvantaged 

Reid Street Primary 
School 

Primary North East Urban Disadvantaged 

Sale Grammar School Secondary North West Urban Advantaged 

The High School 
Leckhampton 

Secondary South West Semi urban Advantaged 

 
* Disadvantage was defined using the Income Deprivation AƯecting Children Index (IDACI), with schools classified as 
disadvantaged where the majority of pupils live in IDACI deciles 1–3, mixed in deciles 4–6, and advantaged in deciles 7–10. FSM 
rates are used as a secondary confirming indicator.  

** Specialist SEND provision is not classified using IDACI or FSM due to placement-based intake. All Saints School receives 
both private and Local Authority funding. 
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All Saints School, Norfolk 
Contextual Snapshot 
All Saints School is a small independent special school in rural Norfolk supporting children and 
young people aged 7–16 with a wide range of complex needs, including autism, ADHD, SEMH 
needs, anxiety, and school refusal. Nearly all students have Education, Health and Care Plans 
(EHCPs), and many travel long distances to attend. The school describes itself as a close-knit 
environment centred on wellbeing, belonging, and independence. 

Environmental learning and connection to place have long formed part of the school’s ethos, 
predating formal engagement with Let’s Go Zero. Staff described environmental awareness as 
longstanding within the school, particularly through outdoor learning, environmental studies, 
and efforts to minimise the school’s impact on the environment. 

A distinctive feature of the school’s approach is the close relationship between sustainability, 
wellbeing, and anxiety support. Staff repeatedly linked climate education to the emotional 
needs of students who often experience high levels of anxiety about the wider world.  

‘One of the ways of dealing with it, the climate anxiety, is to embrace it, to teach 
it, to look at it, to think about it.’ (Director) 

Rather than treating sustainability as an isolated environmental initiative, the school 
approaches it as part of a wider therapeutic and relational ethos centred on participation, 
responsibility, and helping students feel more capable within the world around them. Staff 
described Let’s Go Zero as particularly valuable in helping translate these broad environmental 
values into manageable actions and longer-term planning.  

Primary Climate Actions 
Whole-school sustainability culture 

Sustainability is embedded throughout everyday school life rather than confined to standalone 
projects or events. StaƯ described eƯorts to ensure that sustainable practices become routine 
for students, including recycling, energy reduction, food waste separation, reduced printing, 
and reusable resources. 

‘I wanted it to just be the norm rather than it being a thing that we do for an 
environmental project or for an action plan.’ (Director) 

Students participate actively through Eco Leads, leadership groups, Sustainability Week 
activities, and classroom responsibilities linked to recycling and energy monitoring. Staff 
described these activities as particularly important in creating accessible and meaningful 
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opportunities for participation for students with differing needs, interests, and confidence 
levels.  

Waste reduction, recycling, and energy eƯiciency 

The school has introduced extensive recycling systems across classrooms and communal 
spaces, including food waste, soft plastics, paper recycling, and reduced printing practices. The 
school has also introduced a range of practical energy-saving measures linked to digital 
working, charging systems, and reducing unnecessary energy use.  

Students described recycling routines as part of everyday school life, including material-specific 
recycling systems. A sustainability lead also described substantial reductions in non-recyclable 
waste across the site following the introduction of clearer systems and routines. 

Sensory gardens, biodiversity, and outdoor spaces 

The school has developed sensory gardens and outdoor areas intended to support biodiversity, 
calmness, and emotional regulation. Students and staƯ contribute directly to planting and 
maintaining these spaces, with support from local artists and community members. Students 
frequently spoke positively and proudly about these spaces during interviews, while staƯ linked 
them to helping students feel safer and more comfortable in school.  

The school also makes extensive use of nearby beaches, fields, community spaces, and 
outdoor activity centres to support learning and independence-building. 

Community partnerships and practical sustainability projects 

Students participate in practical sustainability and community-based projects including 
gardening, construction, volunteering, and local environmental activities. One staƯ member 
described students helping build benches and planters for a community centre using donated 
materials and recycled resources.  

StaƯ also emphasised that these projects are intended not only to support environmental goals, 
but also to help students engage confidently with the wider community and develop practical 
independence skills.  

‘It’s about supporting other people and not just recognising us as a school.’ 
(Operations Manager) 

 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Calmness, wellbeing, and emotional regulation 

Across interviews, sustainability work was consistently linked to calmer environments and 
improved emotional wellbeing. Students frequently described the school as quieter, more 
comfortable, and more welcoming than previous educational experiences. Sensory gardens, 
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outdoor spaces, and calmer physical environments were repeatedly connected to feelings of 
comfort and safety. One student described the school as: ‘just nicer compared to mainstream’. 

StaƯ also described sustainability work as helping students process wider anxieties about the 
environment and global events through participation and discussion rather than avoidance.  

Independence, confidence, and responsibility 

A major theme across interviews was the role sustainability activities play in developing 
independence and confidence for students who have often experienced anxiety, school refusal, 
or diƯiculties sustaining engagement in mainstream educational settings. Recycling 
responsibilities, gardening, community construction projects, and outdoor activities were all 
described as helping students build practical skills and take ownership of shared spaces.  

‘By the time they leave [our school], our goal is to make them as independent 
as possible.’ (StaƯ member) 

Students also described taking responsibility for recycling systems, energy use, and 
environmental routines across the school.  

Participation, belonging, and school culture 

Sustainability activities were repeatedly described as strengthening participation and collective 
responsibility across the school community. Leadership groups rotate regularly so students can 
put themselves forward for areas they are interested in, including Eco Leads, Student Council, 
and Diversity Leads. 

StaƯ emphasised that sustainable behaviours had increasingly become part of everyday school 
culture rather than separate ‘projects.’ Students and staƯ also described sustainable practices 
influencing habits beyond school, including recycling, energy use, and reduced waste at home.  

Community engagement and real-world learning 

StaƯ consistently linked sustainability projects with broader opportunities for students to 
engage with the community and prepare for adulthood. Activities involving colleges, community 
centres, beaches, sports facilities, and volunteering were described as especially important for 
students who had previously experienced isolation, school refusal, or anxiety in public 
environments.  

One member of staƯ explained that projects involving local construction and volunteering work 
gave students ‘that experience of the workplace, working with people with those skills and being 
trusted.’  
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Takeaways for School Leaders 
All Saints School demonstrates how climate action can become integrated within a school’s 
wider therapeutic, relational, and educational ethos rather than existing as a standalone 
environmental initiative.  

Across interviews, sustainability was consistently linked not only to environmental 
responsibility, but also to calmer learning environments, emotional wellbeing, 
independence, participation, and community engagement for students with complex needs 
and high levels of anxiety. 

Importantly, the case highlights how sustainability work can provide meaningful and 
accessible routes into participation for students who may previously have struggled with 
mainstream schooling, confidence, or social interaction. 

Rather than approaching climate education through fear or crisis narratives alone, staƯ 
described sustainability as a practical and hopeful way for students to feel capable, involved, 
and connected to the world around them. 
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Brindishe Green Primary, Lewisham 
Contextual Snapshot 

Brindishe Green Primary School is a large state primary school in Southeast London with just 
under 600 pupils, based in a Victorian building with extensive outdoor space including gardens 
and a Forest School area. The pupil population is highly diverse, with 75% from minority ethnic 
backgrounds and about half speaking English as an Additional Language. Around 17% of pupils 
are identified as having SEND and 19.5% are eligible for free school meals. 

The headteacher described early climate action prior to Let’s Go Zero as largely ‘tokenistic’, 
such as ‘recycling and occasional travel assemblies’, although premises staff had already 
ensured the building was relatively sustainable. Brindishe Green began working with Let’s Go 
Zero in April 2025, with a climate action plan and carbon footprint developed in Summer 2025 
and a formal launch later that year. The decision to share the school’s carbon footprint publicly 
was described as ‘brave’ by parents: 

‘On the very first day… they put up… the carbon footprint of the school… so 
instantly that focused my attention on, ‘wow the school is putting this front and 

centre’…(Member of PTA) 

The school illustrates how rapid change can occur when strong leadership is combined with 
structured external support. 

Primary Climate Actions 

The school’s approach combines operational change, procurement, curriculum integration, 
and increased participation from pupils, staff, and parents, embedding sustainability into 
everyday decision-making. 

Energy reduction 
Energy-saving measures include power-down strategies, more efficient ICT systems, reduced 
printing and bundled deliveries. 

Sustainable procurement, recycling and resource sharing 
Sustainability is embedded in procurement decisions across catering, cleaning, printing and 
equipment. This has become routine practice, as described by the Business Manager: 

‘it's just one of those things that you're not thinking about anymore, you're just 
doing it… if you're thinking of money, then [you can also think:] how can it be 
sustainable? (…) we went with our chosen company because they were very 

green.’  
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The headteacher described greater consideration being paid to durability and reuse rather than 
short-term purchasing: 

‘They'll maybe pick a wicker basket instead of a plastic box… I do think people 
have a diƯerent frame of mind, thinking about how things are going to last better 

and not be… a quick fix of a plastic thing that's going to break quickly’  

Circular economy approaches include ICT recycling and sharing resources across the 
federation. The PTA also moved to a recycle-and-repurpose-only system for all their activities 
and runs a circular economy scheme: 

‘We have that ‘give a coat, take a coat’ scheme in October, so you, where we 
collect coats and then whoever parent needs a coat for the child can take it for 
free … beforehand, it was more like in the background, if it makes sense, while 

now it's more visible… and accepted’ (PTA member) 

Menu, food and education 
The school promotes sustainable food choices through meat-free days, vegetarian options, and 
education on environmental impacts of food. Pupils also take responsibility for the newly 
installed food waste system: 

‘We monitor to see that everyone puts their fruit skins in the caddy.’ (Key Stage 
One pupil) 

School practices are framed as educational opportunities, thus linking them to the curriculum, 
via wider school communications, such as assemblies:  

‘We don't eat meat a lot in this school because it takes a lot of energy and 
plants to grow a cow.’ (Key Stage One pupil) 

As part of a curricular activity, in year 6 geography the pupils analysed the school menu: 

‘In year six, they're doing a geography unit about food… And they've annotated 
our caterer's menu to see what they are actually eating that is from our country 
and what. So really analysing their actual sustainability.’ (Sustainability Lead) 

Pupil participation and curriculum integration 
Active travel initiatives, recycling monitoring, and eco-group leadership support pupil 
involvement. Pupils also present to assemblies, governors, and peers, strengthening agency 
and visibility. Staff noted improved understanding of shared responsibility across the school 
community. 
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Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits 

Evidence from staff, parents, and school leaders highlights co-benefits relating to school 
culture, wellbeing, financial outcomes and pupil agency. 

Whole-school culture and collaboration 
Sustainability has created a stronger shared purpose and increased collaboration across staff, 
pupils, governors, parents, and support staff. According to the headteacher, Let’s Go Zero: 

 ‘Drummed up a shared value (...), a shared purpose… a sense that they are 
making a diƯerence… There is something about sustainability that has brought 

people together.’  

Health and wellbeing  
Staff described sustainability initiatives as contributing to broader cultural changes around 
health, wellbeing and active lifestyles with the Headteacher commenting that ‘there is definitely 
an uptake on staƯ looking after their own health’. 

Teachers described how carsharing has provided opportunities to socialise and overall 
wellbeing benefits:  

‘We all get in the same car together in the morning… we'll have a group sing 
along in the car, we've got the radio on, everyone's singing. So yeah, you're 

saving on petrol, but it is that wellbeing boost’ (Teacher focus group) 

Financial and equity benefits 
Sustainability actions have generated savings and fundraising opportunities. For example, ICT 
recycling has raised significant income: 

‘The IT equipment that was recycled last year… It earned the school £35,000.’ 
(Headteacher) 

Reuse initiatives also support inclusive, lower-cost approaches for families and school events, 
including PTA fundraising through repurposed materials. For example, the PTA has raised funds 
for a new library using second-hand and repurposed items:  

‘We might use activities where we are reusing, recycling, etc., but generally 
that's to create funding which we then give to the school so they can pay for, 

like the library out there, for example.’ (PTA member) 

School leaders also linked sustainability decisions to reduced consumerism, lower costs for 
families, less social pressure to conform and greater inclusivity. An example is the choice to 
alter World Book Day activities: 
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‘To avoid that cheap, nasty material and consumerism and benefit the 
families…  when we're talking to the children … about the reasons why we're 
not all just saying, ‘go and get an outfit’ we talk through the fact that… we are 

thinking about being sustainable.’  (Headteacher) 

Critical thinking and pupil agency 
Teachers described sustainability activities as strengthening pupils’ critical thinking, 
questioning, and ability to connect classroom learning to real-world environmental challenges:  

‘And they said… ‘if it's biodegradable, why aren't we using this? Why aren't 
supermarkets using it to package food? Why isn't everyone using it?’ And I just 
thought it was really nice that they made that link on their own.’ (Teacher focus 

group) 

Pupils were described as active voices in both curriculum and practical activities: 

‘The children have been very active agents. They have not been passive at all. 
They have been included along the way.’ (Sustainability Lead) 

Key Takeaways for School Leaders 

 Climate action is most effective when embedded into everyday school systems, routines, 
and decision-making. 

 Visible leadership, such as sharing carbon data, can significantly increase engagement 
across the school community. 

 Sustainability can strengthen collaboration and shared purpose across staff, pupils, 
governors, and parents. 

 Linking curriculum learning to real-world sustainability issues strengthens critical thinking 
and understanding. 

 Climate action can also deliver financial savings and reduce costs for families while 
improving inclusion. 
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Bugle School, Cornwall 
Contextual Snapshot 
Bugle School serves a community with relatively high levels of deprivation, and low engagement 
with schooling from some families. Some pupils have limited access to nature, despite the 
school being in a rural setting. 

The school is at an early stage of its Let’s Go Zero journey, with a climate action plan developed 
recently. However, the school has a long history of engaging with nature and outdoor learning 
within the school site, led by a Forest School Lead. A key recent development has been the 
headteacher’s focus on behaviour, including a redesign of the school environment to support 
positive behaviour and emotional regulation. 

This case demonstrates how environmental and nature-based work can function as a primary 
mechanism for behaviour, engagement and access to experience, even before full system 
integration is achieved. 

Primary Climate Actions 
Bugle School has a clear vision for realising environmental, social and educational aims 
together. Key strands of this are: 

Nature-based learning and environmental design 

Nature-based learning is an established feature of practice across the school, particularly 
through outdoor, curriculum-linked activities that draw on the site’s developed natural spaces. 
These approaches emphasise direct experience and engagement, with obvious impact on 
student engagement: 

‘We have like accommodations for animals, bugs and insects, like we have a 
certain area on the field. Yeah, the bug hotel, what we call it. And we have 

gardening club and nature after school club, which is where we do like 
gardening.’ (Student) 

More recently, this focus on nature has been extended into the design of indoor environments. 
The school has deliberately introduced natural materials, reduced lighting and introduced 
plants. This environmental approach is explicitly linked to emotional regulation and supported 
through the creation of dedicated spaces for this purpose and has had a significant positive 
impact on behaviour. As a metric of this, the number of fixed time suspensions required is a 
fraction of the number issues previously.  

‘I've had times when there's been a child who's dysregulated and we've been 
able to use those spaces to just be in nature, to connect with nature, to do 
activities where we're actually using mud and diƯerent textures and we've 

made mud pits, like you said, take shoes on top and stand in the mud, standing, 
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we put warm water in, cold water in. So all diƯerent senses. It just comes to life 
as soon as you're outside.’  (Forest School Lead) 

Bugle School shows how established outdoor learning practices are now being complemented 
by intentional environmental design across the whole school, creating a more integrated 
approach to engagement, behaviour and wellbeing. 

Access, engagement and social understanding 

A central benefit of the school’s approach is the way it provides pupils with access to 
experiences beyond their everyday lives. For many pupils, engagement with natural 
environments, food systems and wider aspects of the world cannot be assumed, so the school 
actively creates these opportunities through outdoor learning, site-based activity and 
curriculum-linked experiences both on and oƯ site. 

These activities expose pupils to processes such as growing food, observing habitats and 
understanding environmental change. This allows pupils to engage with ideas that would 
otherwise remain abstract, linking practical experience directly to curriculum learning and 
helping them understand how the wider world works. This work is closely informed by an 
awareness of pupils’ lived experiences: 

‘we’re constantly trying to listen to our children’s lived experience and 
thinking… okay… what can we oƯer?’ (Headteacher)   

In this way, environmental and nature-based provision becomes a mechanism for linking 
learning with social development. It enables pupils to engage with ideas, environments and 
possibilities that extend beyond their current experiences. Over time, this is intended to support 
longer-term change by shaping pupils’ expectations and sense of possibility: 

‘whoever you can inspire now will make a diƯerence one day’ (Geography lead 
teacher)  

Student agency and responsibility 

Student agency at Bugle School is developing through structured, highly visible roles that 
emphasise responsibility and participation. Pupils are given specific tasks linked to the school’s 
emerging climate action work, particularly around energy use and environmental monitoring, 
and take an active role in implementing these. 

‘we go around and tell people to turn oƯ the lights… we remind some people to 
do it’ (Student Eco Rep)  

This positions pupils as active participants in shaping behaviour across the school, rather 
than passive recipients of environmental messages. The sense of responsibility attached to 
these roles is significant, with students from diƯerent backgrounds working together to plan 
actions and represent others. Student agency at Bugle School is emerging in a structured, 
practice-based form, where pupils take visible ownership of specific actions within defined 
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roles, with responsibility still largely scaƯolded and activity-bound, but already beginning to 
influence behaviour beyond school and provide a foundation for longer-term agency.  

Community engagement  

Community engagement remains challenging, but the school is increasingly positioning itself as 
a hub for activity, with environmental work forming one strand of a broader strategy to connect 
with families. 

While participation in formal school activities is low from some families, more accessible, 
practical entry points are being developed. For example, activities that can be continued at 
home, such as growing sunflowers, allow families to engage in ways that fit their circumstances. 
Alongside this, informal engagement is emerging through shared activities on site. For example:  

‘quite often after school, parents wander down… and just start talking about 
the things that they’ve been doing… things they’ve seen in their own gardens’ 

(Forest School Lead) 

At a wider level, the school is actively building its role as a focal point for the community by 
hosting events and opening its space for shared use, for example through community Christmas 
celebrations, and by hosting local band festival meetings on site as part of eƯorts to strengthen 
local connections, including to the council. Environmental initiatives are layered into these 
relationships as they are built. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Behaviour, emotional regulation and readiness to learn 

The strongest and most consistent co-benefit is improved behaviour and emotional regulation. 
Environmental design and nature-based activity are used as preventative strategies, reducing 
dysregulation and supporting readiness to learn. Both outdoor spaces and redesigned 
classrooms (natural materials, reduced lighting, dedicated spaces) contribute to calmer 
behaviour, with clear evidence of reduced behavioural incidents. 

Access to experience and engagement with learning 

A key co-benefit is providing access to experiences beyond pupils’ everyday lives. Where 
engagement with nature and wider systems cannot be assumed, the school actively creates 
these opportunities. Outdoor learning and site-based activity make learning tangible and 
relevant, increasing engagement through practical, hands-on experience. 

Linking curriculum learning with social understanding 

Environmental work links curriculum content to broader social understanding. Through direct 
experience, pupils engage with systems such as food production, habitats and environmental 
change. This allows pupils to connect learning with real-world contexts, expanding their 
understanding beyond their immediate environment. 
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Student agency and responsibility 

Student agency is emerging through structured, practical roles. Pupils take visible responsibility 
for tasks such as energy monitoring and behaviour change within the school. While still 
scaƯolded and activity-based, this represents a shift towards ownership and is beginning to 
influence behaviour beyond school. 

Takeaways for School Leaders 
Bugle School shows how climate and nature-based work can act as a foundation for 
engagement, behaviour and access, particularly in contexts where pupils’ experiences of the 
wider world are limited. 

The case illustrates that: 

 access to nature cannot be assumed, even in rural settings, and may need to be 
actively created through the school environment 

 environmental design can directly support behaviour, emotional regulation and 
readiness to learn 

 experiential, place-based learning provides a route into engagement where traditional 
approaches may be less eƯective 

 early-stage student roles can build practical responsibility and emerging agency, even 
before systems are fully embedded 

 community engagement may develop most eƯectively through informal, low-threshold 
interactions rather than formal initiatives 

 

Despite the relatively recent development of a specific climate action plan, the strength of this 
case lies in how environmental and nature-based practice responds directly to pupils’ lived 
experiences, using access, experience and environment as levers for wider school 
improvement. 

For school leaders, this case highlights that climate action can begin not with systems or 
curriculum integration, but with meeting pupils where they are, using nature and environment 
to create the conditions for engagement, belonging and learning, and building towards more 
structured approaches over time 
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Chelmsford College, Chelmsford 
Contextual Snapshot 
Chelmsford College is a large further education college serving a geographically dispersed 
student population, many of whom travel long distances and come from diverse 
socio-economic backgrounds. Sustainability is led strategically from senior leadership and 
embedded through governance, estates, curriculum, and enrichment. 

The principal described arriving at the college when sustainability activity was minimal and 
intentionally establishing formal structures early on. He recalled, ‘it was a blank sheet.’  

A Climate and Sustainability Transformation Group was established and a strategy developed 
and approved by the board, creating shared ownership across the organisation. 

‘We set the committee up in January 2023… and then we set about through that 
committee putting our strategy together eƯectively.’ (Principal) 

Chelmsford College has engaged with the Let’s Go Zero campaign in recent years, using its 
audit framework to move from ad hoc initiatives to a coordinated, whole-organisation approach. 

Primary Climate Actions 
Chelmsford College’s climate action approach is underpinned by clear leadership, practical 
delivery, and active participation, through the following key features: 

Whole-organisation strategy and governance 

Sustainability is embedded across leadership, planning, and governance, with multiple staƯ 
leading diƯerent strands of activity. 

The site manager described how this strategic clarity enables operational decision-making. 

‘Everything we do now, even if it doesn’t look like sustainability on the face of it, 
there’s always a benefit that comes from it.’ (Site manager) 

Sustainable procurement and resource use 

The estates team plays a key role in sustainable procurement, reuse, and waste reduction. 

‘We’re looking at bit by bit every single thing we purchase to see, can we 
change?’ (Site manager) 

Procurement decisions are linked to behaviour change and cost savings as well as 
environmental impact. StaƯ described these changes as supporting local suppliers, reducing 
waste, and encouraging more eƯicient resource use across the college.  
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Curriculum integration 

Sustainability is embedded across curriculum areas, with diƯerentiated levels of engagement 
depending on subject. 

Students confirmed that sustainability content features across a wide range of subject areas. 
For example: 

‘We do a lot of looking at AI and how it’s aƯecting the climate… and how 
producing films can be quite bad for the environment.’ (Student focus group) 

Student engagement 

Chelmsford College uses formal student-voice structures to shape decision-making, 
particularly around sustainability and transport. 

Students reported feeling listened to and able to influence outcomes (‘They do listen to us quite 
a lot’, Student focus group). They frequently linked this involvement to feeling respected, valued, 
and more confident contributing to wider college decision-making.  

Together, these actions have helped sustainability become part of everyday practice rather than 
an additional workload. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Evidence from staƯ and student focus groups highlights a range of wider benefits emerging from 
the college’s climate action work. 

Across interviews, many of the strongest reported co-benefits related not only to environmental 
outcomes, but to shifts in culture, participation, and belonging across the college community.  

Student wellbeing and equity 
Students consistently linked sustainability initiatives to wider wellbeing and equity benefits, 
particularly where climate action intersected with aƯordability and access.  One student 
reflected that ‘learning is hard when you’re hungry.’ Reuse initiatives such as the sustainable 
clothing shop reduced financial pressure for some students while also normalising lower-
consumption practices within the college community. Students also connected discussions 
around sustainable food systems with everyday experiences of food insecurity and 
concentration in lessons, suggesting growing awareness of the relationship between 
environmental and social justice.  

Whole-college culture and collaboration 

StaƯ described sustainability as a source of shared purpose that cut across roles and 
departments, increasing collaboration and morale. 

‘It feels like you're working on something that's meaningful.’ (Procurement 
OƯicer) 
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Gamified initiatives such as the Nexus app and Planet Earth Games were described as 
strengthening participation and interaction across tutor groups and staƯ teams, helping 
sustainability become more visible within everyday college culture.  

Student agency and confidence 

Students reported feeling listened to and valued, particularly when they could see tangible 
outcomes from their involvement. 

‘It’s our future, so we should be able to speak out about what’s going to 
happen.’ (Student focus group) 

Skills, learning, and inclusion 

As well as students from diƯerent socio-economic backgrounds, SEND learners were 
highlighted as benefiting from hands-on sustainability activities, which provided structured 
opportunities for communication, responsibility, and confidence-building. 

‘They become very, very passionate about what they're doing.’ (Life Skills and 
Enrichment Manager) 

Takeaways for School Leaders 
Chelmsford College demonstrates that climate action is most eƯective when it is strategic 
(embedded in leadership and planning), operational (visible in everyday practice), and 
participatory (driven by staƯ and student engagement).  

Importantly, the case shows that climate action is not an ‘add-on’ feature, but a lever for 
improving wellbeing, equity, engagement, and organisational eƯectiveness. One participant 
reflected, ‘you don’t have to mention sustainability to make people actually do it.’  

For school leaders engaging with climate action planning, it illustrates how sustainability can 
strengthen, rather than compete with, core educational priorities. Initiatives such as Let’s Go 
Zero appeared to provide the structure and external momentum needed to help sustainability 
become embedded within everyday practice.     
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Hollinswood Primary School and Nursery, 
Telford 
Contextual Snapshot 
Hollinswood Primary School and Nursery is a large semi-rural primary school in Telford serving a 
highly diverse community, with approximately half of pupils speaking English as an additional 
language. The school occupies a large, multi-site campus, including rewilded land, Forest 
School provision and extensive outdoor spaces. 

Sustainability work at the school has developed over many years and originated through 
leadership of the Sustainability and Eco Committee Lead but has been embedded strategically 
across the school over the last couple of years. This transition has been supported by aligning 
sustainability with the school’s values and sense of community: 

‘it’s about looking after our community… which then is about being sustainable’ 
(Headteacher) 

The school context, including a high proportion of newly arrived families, shapes this work 
significantly, with the school becoming a hub and a place where all parents are encouraged to 
be active participants in the community. Sustainability work is therefore closely linked to 
building belonging, participation and shared responsibility within the school and its community. 

This case demonstrates how climate action can be sustained through long-term development, 
distributed leadership and practical, everyday engagement, where sustainability becomes 
normalised across school life. 

Primary Climate Actions 
The school’s approach combines leadership, curriculum, participation and operational systems 
to embed sustainability across everyday practice. 

Embedding sustainability into curriculum and school vision 
Sustainability has been mapped as detailed pathways across the curriculum, ensuring it is part 
of core teaching rather than an additional activity. StaƯ understanding has developed as a 
result, and through the engagement of the sustainability lead with external organisations and 
research. This has improved consistency and reduced perceptions of sustainability as extra 
workload. 

Distributed leadership and collective responsibility 
Leadership of climate action is shared through a sustainability working group that includes 
teaching staƯ, operational staƯ and governors. StaƯ take responsibility for diƯerent aspects of 
sustainability, enabling the work to extend across the school. 
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This structure supports shared ownership, and the school is an exemplar of how all staƯ 
members innovate and take actions to champion sustainability. During our visit oƯice staƯ were 
shutting down photocopiers and contacting suppliers about packaging and teaching assistants 
were discussing the best way to recycle glue-sticks, highlighting the everyday nature of these 
actions. 
 
Student leadership and structured participation 
Students play an active and organised role in sustainability work through eco committees and 
other roles. Students described structured involvement clearly: 

‘we firstly discuss it, second we plan it, and then third we do’ (student eco rep) 

They are involved in assemblies, audits, campaigns and monitoring behaviours, themselves 
taking actions such as insisting on natural light over electricity use. 
 
Circular economy and resource use 
The school has developed strong reuse and repurposing practices across equipment, materials 
and resources, with constant donations from the community and local businesses being put to 
use. Students demonstrate clear understanding of these ideas and favoured reuse of recycling, 
and having a developed sense of circular economy. StaƯ reinforce these practices through 
everyday decisions, and sustainability is routine. 
 
Food systems and waste reduction 
Food is a central part of the school’s sustainability work, linking curriculum, operations and 
community. A cyclical practice of growing food on-site, using it to produce meals, composting 
food waste and selling and receiving excess food forms a central practice. The school chef and 
gardening club lead work together with the staƯ, children and local community in this. Food 
waste has been reduced significantly through these approaches. 

Outdoor learning and environmental engagement 

The school makes extensive use of its outdoor space for teaching and engagement, including a 
rewilded area owned by the local council, on the site of an old coal pit mound. The sustainability 
lead emphasised the importance of this: 

‘if I can get them to love nature… they will grow up to protect what they 
understand’ (Eco Lead) 

Outdoor work and Forest School supports curriculum learning and engagement, particularly for 
pupils who struggle with classroom-based approaches. 
 
Community participation and partnerships 
The school has strong links with the local council, businesses and charities, and engages 
families actively in sustainability work. Community contributions are reciprocal and community 
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members participate in events, food projects, resource sharing and local walking and litter 
picking schemes. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Evidence from staƯ, students and leadership indicates that the most significant co-benefits 
arise through participation, everyday practice and system embedding. 
 
Student agency and responsibility 
Students demonstrate a strong sense of agency and responsibility. They actively apply their 
learning: 

‘I told my parents to turn the engine oƯ… so it doesn’t cause pollution’ 
(Student eco reps) 

Student influence extends beyond the school into family practices, and climate actions as a 
whole have a ‘ripple eƯect’ into the broader community. 
 
Belonging and community wellbeing 
Sustainability work supports a strong sense of belonging, particularly in a diverse community. 
The headteacher highlighted this clearly: 

‘it’s about developing that sense of belonging… everybody working together’ 
(Headteacher) 

Shared activities create opportunities for families to connect and participate. Activities such as 
food events, gardening and shared projects create points of connection between families, while 
students experience pride and motivation: 

‘I feel proud… because we’re saving the planet’ 
(Student) 

 
Knowledge, skills and applied learning 
Students develop practical, transferable understanding through real-world systems. 

‘keeping the environment clean is very important for human life and wildlife’ 
(Student eco reps) 

This is reinforced through direct participation in processes such as waste sorting and 
composting, energy monitoring, growing and using food. Learning is therefore experiential and 
embedded, rather than abstract. 

Whole-school culture and collaboration 
Sustainability practices are normalised across the organisation and reinforced collectively. 
Externally, partnerships strengthen this culture. For example, Veolia provides grants and 
infrastructure (e.g. bike/scooter storage) and supports recycling and resource systems, 
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reinforcing school-led practice. This creates a shared culture spanning students, staƯ and 
external partners. 
 

Takeaways for School Leaders 
Hollinswood Primary School and Nursery illustrates how climate action can develop over time 
from individual initiatives into a coherent, embedded system across a school. 

Key insights include: 

 aligning sustainability with values and community context 
 embedding it within curriculum structures rather than adding extra work 
 distributing responsibility across staƯ, students and leadership 
 using practical systems such as food, waste and outdoor learning to support 

understanding 
 building participation and ownership over time 

For school leaders, this demonstrates how climate action can become part of everyday 
practice, supporting not only environmental outcomes but also community cohesion, learning 
and organisational resilience. 
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King Edward VI Academy, Lincolnshire 
Contextual Snapshot 
King Edward VI Academy is a small, non-selective secondary school (ages 11–16) located in 
Spilsby, a rural market town in Lincolnshire. The school serves around 380 pupils and is part of 
the David Ross Education Trust. Its intake is drawn from a wide rural catchment, including 
surrounding villages and coastal towns such as Skegness, reflecting its role as a key local 
secondary school in a dispersed geographic area.  

The school serves a community with high levels of disadvantage, with around 46% of pupils 
eligible for free school meals, and a relatively high proportion of students with additional needs.  

It has developed a whole-school approach to sustainability that integrates curriculum, site 
development, student leadership and community partnerships. In a relatively short time, this 
work has contributed to a visible shift in school culture, particularly in student behaviour, 
engagement and sense of responsibility.   

‘Everybody doing a little bit of something makes a diƯerence… [it is a ] massive 
change of culture… you don’t get the rubbish around the school site… because 

they’re just not dropping it.’ (StaƯ Focus group) 

Primary Climate Actions 
Transforming the school environment to increase biodiversity 

The Academy has transformed its site through the creation of wildflower areas, a pond, 
pollinator zones, bee hives and planted social spaces. These developments have created 
opportunities for outdoor learning while also improving the experience of the school 
environment for staƯ and students. 

The impact of these changes is visible across the site, which the Science Lead described as ‘a 
very green and colourful site… a nice place to work’. 

Embedding sustainability into curriculum and enrichment 

Sustainability has been incorporated into curriculum subjects, particularly geography and 
science, and through whole-school enrichment activities. A key example is the annual ‘Green 
Day’, during which students participate in hands-on activities such as planting, investigating 
energy use, and studying biodiversity. 

This approach enables students to engage in practical learning that connects directly to real-
world issues and applications. 
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Reducing waste and changing everyday practices 

The school has introduced a range of initiatives to reduce waste and promote sustainable 
behaviours, including recycling systems, food waste separation, reusable practices in the 
canteen, and a student-led second-hand uniform shop. 

Students are actively involved in shaping these systems. For example, improvements to 
recycling emerged directly from student feedback: 

‘Can we have better signed bins? … can you tell us what needs to go in each 
bin?’ (Operations Manager interview, reporting student feedback) 

Building sustainability through student-led and community-linked projects 

Students are involved in a range of sustainability-focused projects, including gardening, litter 
picking, and house competitions such as building bird boxes and bug hotels. These projects are 
often connected to local organisations, including the National Trust and local businesses. 

As a result, sustainability is not treated as a separate initiative but as part of everyday school life 
and community engagement. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Stronger school culture, behaviour and student responsibility 

Climate action has contributed to a significant shift in behaviour and school culture, particularly 
in relation to responsibility for shared spaces. 

Students now take greater responsibility for maintaining the school environment. This includes 
greater engagement in recycling and spontaneous participation in activities such as litter 
picking in the school grounds and in the wider community. 

Overall, the work has helped to build a culture in which students feel both responsible for and 
proud of their school. 

Increased student engagement, confidence and sense of value 

Sustainability activities provide opportunities for students to succeed in ways that are not 
always available in the classroom. This is particularly important for students who may struggle 
with more traditional academic approaches. 

‘They almost feel they have a value that is diƯerent to that value that they have 
in the classroom.’ (StaƯ focus group) 

These opportunities allow students to develop confidence, leadership skills and a sense of 
achievement through practical, collaborative work. 
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Improved wellbeing and inclusion 

The development of outdoor spaces and hands-on activities has had positive impacts on 
student wellbeing, particularly for more vulnerable learners. 

‘There was one student who…finds social situations very diƯicult… you were 
seeing a whole new side of her… she had a bit of confidence… was willing to 

work with other students… it’s the most open I’ve seen her with others.’ 
(Sustainability Lead talking about a member of the gardening club) 

The provision of alternative spaces for learning and interaction supports inclusion by enabling 
diƯerent students to engage and succeed. 

Enhanced staƯ collaboration, satisfaction and community connections 

The sustainability work has strengthened relationships across the school, including between 
staƯ, students and the wider community. 

StaƯ report that the work has created more collaborative and rewarding professional 
experiences. For some, it has influenced their decision to remain at the school: 

‘I just think actually I’m giving up so many things if I move schools.’ 
(Humanities Lead interview) 

In addition, partnerships with local organisations have strengthened community links and 
increased opportunities for students to engage with real-world sustainability issues. 

Takeaways for School Leaders 
King Edward VI Academy demonstrates the benefits of starting with visible, practical change. 
Improving the physical environment (e.g. planting, outdoor spaces) can quickly shift behaviour, 
pride, and culture across the school.  Making sustainability a solution to core priorities has 
also been key to King Edward VI’s approach, especially around behaviour, wellbeing, and 
inclusion. This avoids it being seen as an ‘add on’.   

The school has prioritised student ownership, giving students real responsibility (e.g. running 
initiatives, leading projects) which in turn builds confidence, motivation, and long-term 
engagement. 

Finally, events and partnerships have been used to build momentum. Whole-school days and 
external partnerships have created energy, extended capacity, connected learning to real-world 
contexts and built valuable community partnerships. 
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Lenthall Infant and Nursery School, Derbyshire 
Contextual Snapshot 
Lenthall Infant and Nursery School is a small, community-maintained school in Dronfield, 
Derbyshire, serving children aged two to seven within a socially mixed catchment. It has around 
80 pupil and operates within a context of both relative affluence and significant disadvantage 
(with over 40% of pupils eligible for free school meals), shaping a focus on inclusion and 
community support.  
 
Recent leadership has driven a period of culture change and innovation, with sustainability, 
outdoor learning, and partnerships emerging as key areas of whole-school development. The 
school frames sustainability work not just as enrichment, but as part of its drive for greater 
equity and inclusion.  Particular emphasis is placed on resource sharing and community 
support whilst outdoor learning, nature and sustainability are framed as both wellbeing 
interventions and opportunities for a holistic education.   

The school has worked with Let’s Go Zero to develop a comprehensive climate action plan 
which has been transformational for the headteacher: 

‘Collaborating with [Climate Action Advisor] Cindy [has] stopped … of lot of 
unused time being wasted for me because if I had to …do this on my own 

footing I would never have had the time or capacity to have reached out to as 
many people… …the wealth of people that I have met through that is 

literally…what's created that cascade back into school… and I'm not having to 
do lots of groundwork.’ (Headteacher) 

Primary Climate Actions 
Whole-school culture of outdoor learning and sustainability 

Sustainability at Lenthall is embedded across curriculum, environment, and daily routines. This 
includes outdoor learning, recycling practices, energy-saving behaviours, and student 
leadership through the Green Gang. 

Students participate actively through leadership roles and everyday practices such as switching 
oƯ lights and composting: 

‘You switched the lights oƯ so you don’t waste electricity.’ (Student) 

Outdoor learning, nature engagement, and Forest School 

The school makes extensive use of its grounds, woodland, and Forest School provision to 
support learning across subjects and provide hands-on experiential learning opportunities. 
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‘I try to link it if I possibly can with what they’re learning… so we’re looking at 
castles… we have made wattle and daub… we’ve done catapults…and they 

love it… they’re absolutely getting stuck in there… but they’re still doing a lot of 
learning.’ (Forest School Lead) 

Students strongly associate outdoor learning with enjoyment (‘because it’s fun… I like getting my 
hands dirty’). 

Gardening, food growing, and composting systems 

Gardening club and the Green Gang lead food-growing initiatives, composting, and biodiversity 
projects across the school. A group of children participate in growing and preparing food in the 
school garden with the help of a small group of parents and express excitement about what they 
grow and the opportunities to then eat it. 

‘Every time they found… potatoes, they were so excited.’ (Parent)  

Food waste is actively reduced and repurposed and the Headteacher reported measurable 
reductions in food waste through these systems.  

Resource eƯiciency, reuse, and community relationships 

The school has cultivated community relationships with reciprocal benefits and prioritises 
reuse, donation, and low-cost solutions to redesign spaces and reduce waste. Materials and 
furnishings are sourced sustainably using unwanted furniture and materials from local 
businesses and students and their parents are actively engaged in reuse practices (‘we use and 
reuse anything’, Parent).  

Book swaps and resource-sharing systems reduce costs for families and normalise reuse. The 
school also acts as a community hub for redistributing food. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Wellbeing, regulation, and emotional safety 

Sustainability work—particularly outdoor learning—is strongly associated with improved 
emotional wellbeing and regulation. 

StaƯ described clear behavioural and emotional impacts: 

‘They’re happier… which means you’re happier… there’s less disruption… it’s 
just a nicer environment to teach in.’ (Early Years Lead) 

Outdoor environments also support children who struggle in classroom settings: 

‘we're not seeing a lot of dysregulated children who then need to access our 
internal kind of sensory spaces because actually we're using the bigger and 

wider grounds.’ (Headteacher) 
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Engagement, enjoyment, and motivation 

Hands-on, nature-based learning significantly increases student engagement and motivation 
and students consistently emphasised enjoyment: 

‘we get to do fun things… we get to do whatever we want and want to build a 
tent’ (Student) 

StaƯ linked this directly to learning engagement: 

‘the children are just engaged in the environment rather than being in the 
classroom… [they’re] just being outside it just brings everyone down and just 

makes them more relaxed… it’s just a nicer environment to teach in.’ (Early 
Years Lead) 

Connection to nature and environmental responsibility 

Students develop a strong emotional and ethical relationship with nature through repeated 
exposure and participation. 

Students articulated care for the natural world: 

‘I like gardening… it’s a bee pollination garden, and I want to help the bees and 
other animals to be alive.’  (Student) 

Adults emphasised the importance of this connection: 

‘If you understand things and learn to love it and respect it, then you will look 
after it.’ (Governor) 

Agency, leadership, and behaviour change beyond school 

Sustainability work develops leadership, responsibility, and behaviour change that extends into 
home life. 

Students described their influence on school practices: 

‘You have a bit of power… you can help things, make things happen’ (Student) 

StaƯ observed behaviour change beyond school: 

‘parents message me and say, you know, children are starting to adopt these 
practices at home’ (Headteacher) 

Takeaway for School Leaders 
Lenthall demonstrates how sustainability can act as a unifying framework for pedagogy, 
culture, and community engagement in a small primary setting. 

Across interviews, sustainability is consistently linked to: 
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 improved wellbeing and emotional regulation 

 increased engagement and motivation 

 stronger connection to nature 

 enhanced agency, responsibility, and behaviour change 

Importantly, this case study highlights that: 

 meaningful climate action can be achieved through low-cost, community-supported 
approaches 

 sustainability provides a practical, hopeful, and inclusive route into learning 
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Reid Street Primary School, Darlington 
Contextual Snapshot 
Reid Street Primary School is a large urban primary school in Darlington serving a highly diverse 
community. Around 41% of pupils speak English as an additional language, with more than 28 
languages represented across the school. StaƯ described the school’s diversity, strong 
community ethos, and commitment to empathy and inclusion as central to its identity.  

Environmental and sustainability education had already become increasingly embedded within 
the school before formal engagement with Let’s Go Zero, particularly through work linked to 
citizenship, wellbeing, oracy, creativity, and community responsibility. The school formally 
joined Let’s Go Zero in 2024, with staƯ and governors describing the programme as helping 
provide coherence and visibility to existing work across the school.  

 ‘It’s brought a structure to us… and that’s been really useful.’ (Chair of 
Governors) 

A distinctive feature of Reid Street’s approach is its emphasis on hopeful and participatory 
climate education. StaƯ repeatedly emphasised the importance of helping children feel 
empowered and capable of contributing positively, rather than overwhelmed by environmental 
crises.  

‘We’re very, very conscious that the message we don’t want to give is ‘we’ve 
ruined the planet for you, children.’ (Principal) 

Instead, sustainability work was consistently framed through themes of problem-solving, 
participation, empathy, and collective responsibility.  

Primary Climate Actions 
Whole-school sustainability culture 

Sustainability is embedded throughout curriculum planning, assemblies, visual displays, 
leadership structures, and wider school culture. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
are referenced regularly across subjects and linked to both local and global issues. StaƯ 
described intentionally increasing the visibility of sustainability across the school environment. 
The Principal explained that ‘we wanted that sustainability thread… to be far more prominent in 
the visuals.’  

Student Green Teams, RotaKids, assemblies, and class-based activities all contribute to 
ongoing environmental action and awareness across the school community.  
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Waste reduction, reuse, and community sharing 

The school has implemented recycling systems for food waste, pens, books, crisp packets, 
clothing, and other materials across classrooms and communal areas. Students described 
recycling routines as part of everyday school life. A particularly visible initiative is the school’s 
‘Sharing Shed,’ where families donate and collect unwanted household items, clothing, toys, 
and books. StaƯ described the initiative as simultaneously reducing waste and supporting 
families within the local community. As one leader reflected: ‘One person’s trash is another’s 
treasure.’ 

Food sustainability and healthy lifestyles 

The school has developed extensive work around healthy eating, food sustainability, and food 
waste reduction through curriculum activities and partnerships with catering providers. The 
‘Belly Bugs’ initiative uses colourful characters linked to fruits and vegetables to teach children 
about nutrition, food diversity, and gut health. Students demonstrated strong familiarity with the 
programme and spoke positively about its influence on healthy eating and food awareness. The 
school also works with external partners on workshops exploring food miles, sustainable diets, 
and reducing food waste.  

Active travel and clean air campaigns 

Students and staƯ participate in a range of travel and clean air initiatives including walking 
campaigns, travel trackers, Bikeability training, and anti-idling campaigns. Green Team pupils 
also helped lead assemblies and classroom visits linked to air quality and energy saving. The 
school partnered with Darlington Borough Council on a clean air campaign, with students 
appearing on local television to discuss reducing car idling near schools.  

Biodiversity and local environmental connection 

Although the school site itself has limited green space, staƯ described sustained eƯorts to 
strengthen pupils’ connection to local nature and biodiversity. Classes are named after animals 
found in nearby rivers and green spaces, and pupils regularly engage with local parks, 
waterways, gardening projects, and environmental activities.  

‘We didn’t want [the school’s landlocked location] to be a negative for the 
children… we wanted them to see that they are surrounded by wildlife.’ (Principal) 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits 
Student agency, empowerment, and hopefulness 

A major theme across interviews was the development of student agency and optimism. StaƯ 
repeatedly emphasised helping children feel capable of contributing positively rather than 
powerless in the face of environmental challenges. Student leadership groups, assemblies, 
campaigns, and SDG-linked learning were all described as reinforcing participation and 
responsibility (‘We wanted to approach things in a very positive way,’ Principal). 



 
   
 

 

 

 
33

Students frequently described sustainability work as something they actively participated in, 
rather than something simply taught to them.  

Belonging, empathy, and community identity 

Sustainability work was closely connected to the school’s wider ethos of empathy, inclusion, 
and community support. Projects such as the Sharing Shed, multilingual activities, and local 
campaigns were described as strengthening relationships between pupils, staƯ, and families. 
The school’s diversity was consistently framed as a strength within environmental and global 
citizenship work, with the principal noting: ‘We lean into that really heavily.’ 

Wellbeing and emotional engagement 

StaƯ described sustainability learning as helping children engage emotionally and positively 
with environmental issues without creating fear or hopelessness. The school deliberately 
approaches climate education in hopeful and age-appropriate ways while still encouraging 
responsibility and awareness. Students often exhibited pride in the school’s environmental work 
and enthusiasm about participating in its sustainability initiatives.  

Professional collaboration and wider influence 

StaƯ discussed ways in which sustainability creates opportunities for collaboration, and 
professional learning across the school. Several teachers explained that the work aligned 
closely with their personal values and had influenced practices at home as well as within 
school. StaƯ and trust leaders also described Reid Street as increasingly influencing 
sustainability practices across the wider educational trust through climate action planning and 
shared initiatives.  

Takeaways for School Leaders 
Reid Street Primary School demonstrates how sustainability can become integrated within a 
school’s wider values, curriculum, and community relationships rather than existing as a 
standalone environmental initiative.  

Across interviews, sustainability was consistently linked not only to environmental 
responsibility, but also to empathy, belonging, creativity, wellbeing, and student agency. The 
school’s approach highlights the potential for climate action to strengthen curriculum design, 
community engagement, and children’s confidence in contributing positively to the world 
around them.  

Importantly, the case also illustrates how schools can approach climate education in ways that 
acknowledge environmental challenges without overwhelming children with fear or anxiety. 
Rather than framing children as inheriting an unsolvable crisis, staƯ consistently described 
sustainability as an opportunity for participation, problem-solving, and hopeful collective 
action.  
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Sale Grammar, TraƯord 
Contextual Snapshot 

Sale Grammar School is a selective grammar school in Trafford. The school has above-average 
pupil numbers, including a particularly large sixth form, and relatively low levels of 
disadvantage, with FSM eligibility well below the national average. SEN support levels are also 
below average. The school emphasises a broad enrichment offer alongside its academic 
provision, with a stated aim of helping students lead ‘happy and successful lives’ while making 
a ‘positive contribution both to their local communities and beyond’. 

The Headteacher described that prior to engagement with Let’s Go Zero, sustainability activities 
were emerging across the school. She explained that several measures had been explored, 
such as LED lighting and electric vehicle charging points, alongside student involvement in 
sustainability. Overall, sustainability initiatives were well embedded in some areas, but since 
working with Let’s Go Zero, this work has been extended. 

‘I think just knowing that there’s an organisation like Let’s Go Zero is really 
helpful… they’ve given us real encouragement to keep going with the small 

things that we’re doing.’ (Headteacher) 

Primary Climate Actions 

The school’s climate action and sustainability work runs across its operations, curriculum and 
wider enrichment activities. This has included switching to a renewable energy supplier, which 
reduced emissions while also generating financial savings for the school, alongside wider 
energy-efficiency measures such as improved lighting systems, sensors, the introduction of 
energy monitoring processes, and the installation of electric vehicle charging infrastructure. 
The school has also promoted more sustainable travel practices; for example, students and 
staff secured a grant for a new bike shed, while staff reported taking advantage of the Cycle to 
Work scheme, which provides tax benefits for bicycle purchases. 

‘We've had about five members of staƯ who have bought a bike through that 
scheme.’ (Business Manager) 

Waste and recycling systems have been improved through the introduction of new recycling 
bins, water refill stations and separate food waste collection. Procurement and ICT practices 
have also been adapted to reduce unnecessary consumption and deliveries, including more 
strategic purchasing (e.g. bundled deliveries). The school has also supported circular economy 
practices through the development of a second-hand uniform shop. 
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Regarding the curriculum, staff and students reported high levels of engagement with climate 
and sustainability issues across a range of subjects and students making connections between 
academic concepts and real-world problem solving. For example, one student explained how 
their Green Briton Award project involved developing a moss mural to tackle carbon emissions.  

Design and technology projects place a strong emphasis on upcycling and creating making links 
with industry (e.g., textile and architecture companies) and students routinely turn donated 
fabrics, bedding and unused household items into new items.  

Regarding enrichment activities, students are engaged in a variety of student-led sustainability 
initiatives, including the refill shop developed in collaboration with Pupils Profit: 

‘We do an enrichment where we open an eco-refill shop… our sole purpose is 
to be reducing these plastics by taking disposable plastic bottles and reusing 

them’  (Student focus group) 

Students have also led active travel schemes, book swaps, art exhibitions and fashion shows 
featuring items they create from repurposed materials. They have additionally participated in 
national initiatives and competitions, including the Green Briton Award:  

‘We've been doing the Young Green Briton Challenge (…) you have to create a 
product that helps the environment… it's a bit like a Dragon's Den’ (Student 

focus group) 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits 

Evidence from staff and student focus groups highlighted a range of wider benefits emerging 
from the school’s climate action and sustainability activities. Across interviews and focus 
groups, many of the reported co-benefits related to the development of transferable skills, 
increased student engagement and longer-term financial resilience. 

Transferable skills and real-world learning 

Students and staff consistently described sustainability projects as creating opportunities to 
develop practical and transferable skills, including entrepreneurship, communication, project 
planning, public speaking and problem solving. The refill shop was frequently highlighted as an 
example of enterprise-based learning in practice, with students managing sales, interacting 
with staff and parents and budgeting activities. 

‘It's helped with business skills, communication skills and organisation.’ 
Student focus group 
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Staff similarly reflected on the confidence-building aspects of these projects, particularly 
through direct interaction with members of the school community. 

‘They've all got their own little sales pitch… they all created spreadsheets so 
they could all figure out profits, but it was seeing them interact with people so 

much more confidently… that was really nice to see.’ (StaƯ focus group) 

Staff noted that participation in these initiatives frequently involved public speaking and 
presentation opportunities, which boost confidence and communication skills: 

‘With a lot of these kinds of initiatives, a lot of the benefits are that they do get to 
do some public speaking.’ (StaƯ focus group) 

Enjoyment, sense of achievement and community 

Both staff and students emphasised the importance of practical, hands-on activities in 
increasing engagement with sustainability. Students suggested that participation and retention 
increase when projects were practical, collaborative and enjoyable rather than framed solely 
through environmental awareness: 

‘I think you've got to be active with the students… because, let's be honest, 
most students, when you say about environmentally friendly stuƯ, some of 

them will just think, ‘oh yeah, it's boring, I don't want to do this’. If you turn it into 
a proper activity… make it fun, then they're probably more likely to incorporate 

it into their life as well.’ (Student focus group) 

These initiatives were described as creating a strong sense of achievement and collective 
purpose. Students involved in the Travel Ambassadors programme reflected positively on 
setting and achieving shared goals, including fundraising activities. 

‘The Travel Ambassadors, last year we raised £500. So that was… our goal that 
we achieved, and that was fun.’ (Student focus group) 

Similarly, students involved in textile projects described feelings of pride, belonging and 
community. 

‘When we had the finished product, it made me feel like I achieved something… 
it was like a little community… we just helped each other if we were having 

problems.’ (Student focus group) 

Financial savings and futureproofing 

Staff also identified financial co-benefits associated with climate action measures, particularly 
where energy efficiency savings could be reinvested into the school estate. 
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‘Last year we had some additional monies because we'd saved on electricity. 
So, we were able to upgrade other areas of the school such as the windows.’ 

(Headteacher) 

Alongside immediate savings, school leaders described sustainability investments as part of 
longer-term futureproofing strategies. Electric vehicle charging infrastructure was discussed 
not only as an environmental measure, but also as an investment in future demand: 

‘Last year we took advantage of some government grants that were available 
for electric vehicle charging… We basically got 12 installed… the way we see it 

is that it's… an investment for the future’ (Business Manager) 

Takeaways for school leaders 

Hands-on, student-led projects appear to increase engagement with sustainability more 
effectively than awareness campaigns alone. 

Sustainability initiatives can strengthen a wide variety of skills, including entrepreneurship, 
creativity, confidence, teamwork, communication and problem-solving skills. 

Sustainability measures can also support wider school improvement by reducing costs and 
creating opportunities for reinvestment in buildings and infrastructure. 
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The High School Leckhampton, Gloucestershire 
Contextual Snapshot 
The High School Leckhampton is a new, non-selective secondary school (11–16) in south 
Cheltenham which opened in 2021 to meet rising local demand and is growing towards a 
capacity of around 900 pupils. It operates from a purpose-built, carbon-neutral site (opened 
2022), designed with features such as solar panels, biodiversity planting, and sustainable 
transport infrastructure.  

Located in a semi-rural area on the edge of the Cotswolds, the school serves a relatively 
advantaged community compared to national averages. From its inception, sustainability has 
been embedded as a core organising principle, shaping curriculum, site design, student 
leadership, and community engagement.  

Within a very short period, this has contributed to a strong and visible school culture, 
characterised by high levels of student engagement, shared responsibility, and a strong sense of 
identity and purpose. The role of Let’s Go Zero has been an important part of this: 

‘Let’s Go Zero has provided a structure… it’s helped us with accountability… to 
set some targets… it’s provided just a structure for me. (Sustainability Lead) 

Primary Climate Actions 
Designing a low-carbon and nature-rich school environment 

Sustainability is embedded in the design and operation of the school site, which was built as a 
carbon-neutral facility. The school makes use of solar panels, energy monitoring systems, and 
carefully designed indoor environments, alongside outdoor spaces that include planting, trees 
and areas for biodiversity. These features ensure that sustainability is highly visible and 
integrated into the everyday experience of students and staƯ. 

Embedding sustainability across curriculum and enrichment 

Sustainability is systematically integrated into teaching and learning, particularly within science 
and geography, and reinforced through enrichment activities and whole-school events. 
Students engage in applied, inquiry-based learning, including projects that involve collecting 
and analysing data from the school site.  

‘In year seven… they go up onto the roof and they look at the solar panels… 
gather data, they analyse that data, they present that data.’  (Sustainability 

Lead) 

This work extends beyond individual subjects, with sustainability also appearing in areas such 
as art, eco-enrichment days and careers advice.  
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Enabling student-led action and leadership 

Student leadership is central to the school’s approach. A highly active eco committee and 
programmes such as Changemakers provide opportunities for students to design, lead, and 
implement initiatives. Students take responsibility for projects ranging from securing funding 
and engaging with local decision-makers to influencing practices within the school, such as 
energy use and travel. These opportunities enable students to take ownership of sustainability 
and embed it within the culture of the school. 

‘All the ideas come straight from us… it’s very much led by us.’ 
(Student focus group) 

Embedding sustainability in operations and community partnerships 

Sustainability is integrated into the operational systems of the school, including food, 
procurement, waste, and travel. The school has introduced measures such as reducing food 
waste through careful management and composting, sourcing food locally, and promoting 
healthier and more sustainable eating. It also actively encourages walking and cycling to school 
and works with local organisations and community partners to extend its impact. These actions 
ensure that sustainability is enacted not only through learning but through everyday practices. 

Strongest Evidenced Co-Benefits  
Whole-school culture change and inclusion 

Sustainability has become part of the school’s identity, shaping expectations, behaviour, and 
participation across the community: 

‘it’s very unifying… very accessible… it sends a message to everybody that this 
is important, everybody can do it.’ (Headteacher) 

This contributes to a shared sense of purpose and inclusive participation across diƯerent 
student groups and staƯ.  The Sustainability Lead, Headteacher, eco-committee and 
Operations Manager are all key to driving sustainability initiatives forward, supported by wider 
buy-in. The kitchen manager is working hard to reduce food and plastic waste; students who are 
not on the eco-committee were instrumental in raising awareness of lights being left on and a 
computing teacher was enthused to incorporate a focus on sustainability in his lessons. 

Student wellbeing, agency, and engagement 

The school demonstrates that climate action enhances wellbeing through agency, purpose, and 
outdoor engagement. For example, students report that participation reduces climate anxiety: 

‘by doing something… it just feels like you’re making a diƯerence and it sort of 
stops that climate anxiety.’ (Student) 

Practical activities also support engagement, particularly for students who may struggle in 
traditional settings: 
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‘They were in the rain… cutting gorse… I couldn’t get them oƯ the hill.’ 
(Sustainability Lead) 

Knowledge, skills, and future readiness 

Sustainability initiatives provide authentic, applied learning, supporting both academic and 
transferable skills. Students develop a wide range of skills including leadership, teamwork, 
communication, presentation, research and problem-solving. They are also given opportunities 
for civic engagement with the local council and community groups. 

‘Children… put together presentations, [they’ve] done research, put together 
action plans… they’ve taken ownership.’ (Governor) 

There is also a strong emphasis on green careers, linking learning to future pathways. 

Community connections and local impact 

Sustainability strengthens the school’s role as a community hub, generating wider social and 
environmental benefits. This includes partnerships with local organisations and engagement 
with families and community members, such as local bat walks led by the Sustainability Lead.  
The school has also influenced local decision making around land use and travel. 

‘It’s really helped us establish a sort of network in the community.’ 
(Headteacher) 

Takeaway for School Leaders 
The High School Leckhampton incorporated sustainability as a key principle in its ethos from 
the start. Central to its activities and successes is a committed central leadership team, 
including a passionate Sustainability Lead, coupled with a determination to make student 
agency the driving force.  Students are given genuine leadership responsibility and this is a key 
mechanism through which wider benefits (wellbeing, skills, engagement) are realised. 

The success of the school’s climate action also stems from the alignment across  curriculum, 
operations, and community partnerships. Governors are supportive of the sustainability 
agenda and responsibility is shared across operations staƯ, leadership, teachers and students.   

Community partnerships are leveraged for wider impact, extending learning opportunities for 
students and creating tangible environmental benefits beyond the school gates.  Finally, climate 
action benefits inclusion, providing meaningful opportunities for all students to participate. 

 

 


