
 
 

             #WeAreCarmelUnified   
Environmental Stewardship 

By Barb Dill-Varga, Ed.D., Superintendent of Schools 
 

Start With Why 
Recently, I found a  YouTube video 

“Start With Why” by Simon Sinek to be 
inspirational. Perhaps you’ve seen his talk 
where he instructs leaders or CEOs to ask 
“WHY?” we are doing something, not just 
answering the easier “What we are doing?” 
and “How we are doing it?” questions.  
(link: https://tinyurl.com/y84we27s) As an 
educator, I am constantly thinking about 
“The Why Question” in relationship to our 
public schools. Why  do  we or why  should 
we exist? Why are we essential to our 
democracy? Why is our existence as a 
public school district absolutely critical to the 
future of America and the world? What are 
my responsibilities as superintendent in 
leading us to these higher purposes? 

Part of the answer lies in what the 
Board of Trustees included in my job 
description when they clearly stated they 
wanted an individual who would be a 
“steward of the environment.” Those four 
words—perhaps more than any 
others—persuaded me to consider moving 
across the country to interview for this role. 
Steward of the Environment! What does that 
mean? What does a school district look like 
that cares about the environment so deeply 
that its superintendent must pass muster in 
that way? I have spent the past several 
months looking for some answers to this 
question and I’d like to take this third edition 
of  #WeAreCarmelUnified  to share what I 
have discovered and am excited to report, 
for I believe we are fairly unique in our 
collective pledge to be caretakers. It is part 
of our “Why.” 

 
 

Environmental Responsibility Committee 
Taking on a mission this important 

requires the dedication of many teachers 
and administrators. One of the first groups 
of teachers I met with here in CUSD were 
those who were part of our district’s 
Environmental Responsibility Team ( ERT ) 
(See membership list below).This group of 
dedicated staff have spelled out how their 
commitment aligns to the district’s mission 
and vision.  Two of the defined beliefs are 
that we have responsibility for the 
environment, and we want our school 
district to be a place where all students 
engage in challenging, innovative, and 
relevant learning experiences to prepare 
them for college, career, and global 
citizenship. 

In support of those beliefs, the ERT 
spelled out some specific goals that also 
align to the three pillars in the  California 
Department of Education Green Ribbon 
Schools Award . In CUSD, we hope to  

● Reduce environmental impact and 
costs (Pillar I), 

● Improve the health and wellness of 
schools, students, and staff (Pillar II), 

● Provide effective environmental 
education, which teaches many 
disciplines, and is especially good at 
effectively incorporating STEM, civic 
skills, and green career pathways 
(Pillar III). 

I have been on a lot of committees 
during my career, so I have been interested 
these past several months to see how these 
goals might be observable. I have been 
looking intentionally for what we are 
currently doing to introduce students to 
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environmental stewardship, and I have been 
paying attention to how we introduce 
students to these concepts in our 
classrooms, in our extracurricular activities, 
and in our partnerships with outside 
agencies. Although my learning journey 
continues, I’d like to share some snapshots 
from our elementary, middle, and high 
schools as illustrations that give me hope 
for a greener tomorrow! 

River Elementary School 
“Carmel City Council made an 

historic decision on Oct. 3, 2017, voting 
unanimously to ban plastic straws and 
utensils for restaurants and food vendors. 
Plastic straws and utensils are a growing 
environmental concern because they are 
not recyclable, and end up in a landfill or, 
worse, as litter that can find its way into the 
ocean.”  What this October 5th online 
version of the  Monterey County Weekly  left 
out was that much of the credit for this 
change must be given to an informed, 
passionate group of 5th graders 
who—under the inspiring guidance of their 
teacher, Mrs. Niccole Tiffany—successfully 
presented their case to their local council 
members!  

I decided to spend some time 
visiting this class of young eco-leaders in 
the days that followed this city council 
decision. During my visit in late October, 
they were working with Ms. Mariana Del 
Valle, Monterey Bay Aquarium ambassador. 
The problem at hand was how to help the 
Carmel City Council make 
recommendations to area restaurants on 
viable substitutes for plastic straws.  During 
class, students were organized into small 
group teams to work together as scientists 
to test alternative straws. Ms. Del Valle 
provided them with information about five or 
six different alternatives made from paper, 

glass, and steel. One student in each group 
was blindfolded and was asked to be the 
taste tester. The second student acted as 
recorder, charged with writing down  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

River students conduct blind taste test to determine how 
straws affect flavor. 

 
important observations and comments 
made by the taste tester. The third student 
procured the sample beverages (strawberry 
smoothie, lemonade, coke, or chocolate 
milkshake) to be sipped through the straw. 
The students used a standardized data 
collection tool and questions were asked 
about whether the straw altered the taste of 
the beverage or whether the straw 
degraded after time spent in the liquid. At 
the end, the data was compiled and 
discussed with a promise to share this with 
the city council. I am pleased to report that 
100% of the students were engaged in this 
excellent example of an authentic 
problem-based learning challenge!  
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As a district, we have made a 
commitment to design and implement more 
problem-based learning activities. When we 
can pair this environmentally responsible 
activity with addressing the needs of a real 
audience, it is even more impactful! 
Recently, as a follow-up, our students 
walked through Carmel-by-the-Sea talking 
with restaurant owners about viable 
alternatives for the future. This was covered 
in the  Carmel Pine Cone  and there was 
even a TV spot on KSBW. River students 
are also involved through  Blue Crew,  where 
amazingly about ninety students spend 
some of their lunch hour working together 
on environmental issues. I am excited to 
report that I witnessed many similar projects 
at each of our elementaries. We are intent 
on helping our students learn to impact the 
national and international conversations on 
environmental topics!  
 
Carmel Middle School 

When Mrs. Tiffany’s students 
graduate from River, they will find support 
for their environmental passions at Carmel 
Middle School. This is a school with a 
campus wide commitment to reducing its 
impact on the environment. Ecoliteracy is 
one of the six week rotations that all sixth 
graders are required to take. I had the 
pleasure of stopping in to Mrs. Nightingale’s 
Ecoliteracy classroom one afternoon when 
yet another problem was brought to 
students to solve.  I had already noticed the 
many recycling containers distributed 
throughout the courtyards, but I had not 
realized the extent to which students were 
involved in their care and maintenance.  

During this class period, a serious 
conversation was occurring about the 
placement of containers. Questions being 
discussed included: Where were the high 
traffic areas of the school and at what time 

were they congested? Did those areas have 
the right number of containers for trash from 
the traffic? Did we have evidence that 
certain containers were underutilized or 
overflowing? Were students putting their 
knowledge of recycling to use by depositing 
the right kinds of articles in the appropriate 
containers? How could these practices be 
improved?  

 I learned about the “quality 
assurance” protocol the class practices by 
periodically sorting through the trash in the 
recycling containers to make sure the right 
objects are in the right containers and to 
learn whether the middle school students 
understand what good recycling looks like.  

I also had to smile that each small 
group of students was assigned a particular 
“named” recycling receptacle. Yes, the 
students name their receptacles! Please 
meet: “Little Steph!” 

CMS students personalize their recycling receptacles with 
names like “LIttle Steph.” 

 
This group also spent some talking 

about online research they had completed 
to find better receptacles that would 
discourage bees and seagulls. 
Inadvertently, a decision to become 
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proactive with the current containers had 
simply created buffet tables for diving 
seagulls and a better solution had to be 
found. I loved the fact that students who had 
come up with solutions were learning that 
sometimes a well-meaning solution creates 
more problems and thus necessitates a  
re-engagement as all try again for a better 
solution!  

Beyond a focus on recycling, the 
CMS Environmental Club is also currently 
working on ways to encourage families to 
choose environmentally-friendly ways to get 
to and from school (bus, carpool, bike, walk, 
etc), dubbed the  Carpool to CMS initiative!  
 
MEarth and our School Gardens 

In addition to ecoliteracy, our middle 
school has made use of the MEarth Habitat 
which resides next door on district property. 
MEarth is a 501(c)(3) organization that was 
born from commitments of now retired 
leaders who believed in the importance of 
helping our young people learn about their 
world by being in it and tending to it. Many 
classroom activities at the MEarth expose 
students to the importance of growing 
organic food and bringing it to the table to 
nourish us. For example, one class went to 
the garden and harvested peppers, which 
they used in the making of salsa in 
connection with language and cultural 
studies.  

 Science teachers make use of the 
Habitat for birdwatching and the study of 
insects and other small creatures. The 
Habitat is used by middle school and some 
high school students with visits by our 
elementaries as well. In addition to the 
Habitat, each of our elementary sites also 
have school gardens that support similar 
experiences for their students.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

AP Environmental Science students create biosystems  
from two-liter plastic jugs. 

 
Our High Schools 

I also found evidence for our focus 
on the environment during subsequent visits 
to Carmel High School.  Advanced 
Placement Environmental Science is a 
rigorous curriculum, guided by requirements 
from The College Board, that deepens our 
students’ understanding of man’s impact on 
the environment. I spent a wonderful class 
period in Mr. Jason Maas-Baldwin’s class, 
watching students learn about biosystems 
by making them using empty two-liter plastic 
soda bottles.  

Also, as part of the exploration of 
agriculture and land use, Mr. Maas-Baldwin 
organized his class to work with several 
local nonprofit organizations to restore a 
habitat adjacent to Carmel Lagoon. They 
will have planted 560 plants covering over 
16,000 square feet when the project is 
complete. MEarth and the Carmel River 
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Steelhead Association also partnered with 
them in this project.  

In addition, Carmel Valley High 
School students toured the whaling station 
at Point Lobos, learning about the historical 
roots of our that area while taking in the 
natural beauty and developing an 
appreciation for the environment which is 
ours to protect. 
 
Partnerships  

Carmel Unified has partnered with 
other groups in its efforts to bring 
environmental education to its students. 
Beyond MEarth, with whom we closely 
partner, we also work with Monterey County 
Regional Parks district, NOAA Ocean 
Guardian Program, California State Parks 
(Point Lobos), Monterey County Regional 
Waste Management District, and the 
Monterey Bay Aquarium.  

A future goal for us is to reach out to 
our local institutions (CSUMB, UCSC, 
Stanford Hopkins Marine Lab) and others.  If 
any of you have connections that can help 
our students connect in these ways, please 
contact us!  We are particularly interested in 
helping students understand through job 
shadows, internships, and site visits that 
there are career opportunities awaiting them 
in environmentally friendly industries. 
 
Future Focus 

We are working on ways to share 
ideas with our parents on ways to be 
friendly to the environment. Some of you 
participated in the middle school carpool 
day. There is more—much more—to share 
but I’d like to end by pointing you to a  blog 
( https://cusdert.wordpress.com ) that our 
ERT committee has initiated. We are 
committed to periodically adding news and 
sharing projects that highlight the 
commitment of our district to protecting the 

environmental treasure that is ours. We are 
600 square miles of unbelievable beauty on 
the Monterey Peninsula in this home we call 
Carmel Unified. Let us never take it for 
granted! 

 

ERT surveyed all CUSD staff: 
 
Q: Are students given any type of opportunity 
to learn about and/or make connections to 
nature, the environment in your class or 
subject matter? 

 
85.7%  said  Yes 
 
In addition:  Over 60%  report that at least 
once a month they incorporate environment 
or sustainability into lessons or projects! 
Clearly this is a district that takes its 
stewardship seriously. 

 

CUSD Environmental Responsibility Team 
 

DO         Barb Dill-Varga,  
                Suzie Deprez, Rick Blanckmeister 
MOT      Dan Paul 
CHS       Jason Maas-Baldwin,  
                Leigh Cambra, Craig Tuana 
CVHS    Brenda Buran 
CMS      Stephen Abate, Darrell Steely,  
                Anna Williams 
River      Niccole Tiffany, Maryann  
                McCormick, Myah Gunn 
Tular      Kim DeRenzo 
Cooper Julie Kolofer 
CCDC    Paula Terui 
NOAA   Seaberry Nachbar 
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