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There are many news stories every month of installing solar on school buildings, using LEDs inside schools, and biodiesel in buses, among many others. And I applaud the forward thinking school boards, administrators, teachers, and students that drove these projects. Many of these projects are good projects with local support and receive good fanfare.  But we need to do better by insuring that these expenditures of time and money address several requirements – not just one.

 

Green energy projects need to be formally integrated into the curricula. In most cases these systems should be tied to performance software. This allows icon-based information in the front lobby for parents, students and members of the community. Additionally, this information can be easily integrated into science, mathematics, computer lab, and geography classes in a way that enhances the existing curricula by using on-site examples that creates better understanding. Issues like heat and electric flow rates, energy savings, intensity and amount of wind & sun, btu differences between biofuels and other conventional fuels, -- are all points that can be incorporated into many subjects strengthening required learning goals.

 

Green energy installations enable schools to become a more critical community center.  With more intense weather patterns (hurricanes, tornadoes, floods), ocean surges, forest fires, mud slides, earth tremors and earthquakes, among many other threats --- communities need places where first responders can converge or displaced community members can be located. This requires energy systems at schools that go beyond traditional net-metering, but rather make a subset of energy loads become absolutely interruptible. As a result of Katrina, we were able to have portions of schools function without the grid – front office for PA and phone systems,  computer lab with WIFI and internet,  gymnasium and partial building HVAC (at lowest cycle, for minimal electricity draw), and cafeteria with partial kitchen.  During good times, these loads are just shaved off the school electric utility bill. And during the bad times, these functions allow the local school to become “the” community center.

 

Green energy saves more than just kWhs. We all know that efficiency (for energy and water systems) saves money. But these systems can also provide high electric power quality – eliminating surges, sags , and transients – that harm equipment, computers, and controls. And for about one-third of schools, eliminate the need for back-up diesel generators, which require testing, operations and maintenance (O&M), and trade-out of diesel fuel (specs are every 18 months). These ancillary costs also add up, and save even further funds.

 

I teach two interdisciplinary energy courses as well as seminars for the Department of Defense entities -- and the theme is the same -- how we blend science and engineering, economics and finance, law and policy, land use planning, and security & risk when we make energy choices.

 

The point being – is that we are looking at these new technology applications – we should not take the easy path of addressing a function, but many important functions that our schools perform. Universities have begun to step up to this challenge as are some public and private schools.  But we as a community need to begin our efforts with a more broad point-of-view. The results will be more valuable projects with a much higher impact on our childrens’ education, and a maximum benefit to the local community.
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