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On the horizon is the brand-new green science building 
at the Bialek Habitat. The building itself is a hands-on 
teaching tool that will be widely used. Carmel Middle 
School’s Ms. Roos is justifiably proud of the building, 
which includes solar power to heat water, a 4,500-
gallon rainwater collection system and a roof made of 
living native plants. It fea-
tures a computerized moni-
toring system so students can 
track the building’s use of 
power and water. Students 
will also grow and harvest — 
and sometimes even cook — 
their own food there, Habitat 
Director Craig Hohenberger 
says.  

At the Habitat, “We teach the 
students to be thinkers and to be creative problem-
solvers,” Ms. Roos says. The objective of the six-week 
class for sixth grade students that she and fellow 
teacher Pat Stadille present at the Bialek Habitat is 
“getting students to understand the impact their daily 
choices have on the planet.”  

Those daily choices are also key components of ecolit-
eracy efforts at Captain Cooper School in Big Sur. Pau-
la Terui, teaching principal at Captain Cooper, says 

Treading Lightly 
 

They’re easy to spot every Thursday afternoon on the 
grounds of Carmel River School, 
transforming ecoliteracy from theo-
ry into practice. A group of about 
30 dedicated third, fourth and fifth 
graders, all volunteers, carrying 
buckets and wearing gloves, and 
being led by Principal Jay Marden, 
are on a mission to pick up all the 
refuse left on the school grounds 

after lunch. 

They are the “Blue Crew Litter 
Bugs,” and they monitor the 
school’s perimeter and nearby 
marsh area, where litter may drift, 
to make sure as little garbage as 
possible – zero waste is the goal – 
finds its way into the adjoining wa-

tershed. 

“It’s significant because of the im-
pression that it leaves, not only 
with the participating students, but 
also with the hundreds of students on the playground 
who are watching. It’s catching on like wildfire,” says 

Marden, who also takes part in the work.  

This commitment by the Carmel Unified School District 
to ecoliteracy is manifested on a daily basis in count-
less activities, experiences, and a deep philosophy 
throughout its schools. It is a dedication shared by ad-
ministrators, teachers, other staff members and, most 

importantly, by the students themselves. 

According to Superintendent Marvin Biasotti, “The dis-
trict is committed to using energy wisely, reducing 
waste and educating our students about their role in 
preserving and restoring the environment.” 

Others outside CUSD recognize that as well. “Carmel 
Unified School District’s schools not only recognize the 
importance of teaching and facilitating ecoliteracy, 
but they have become role models for fellow adminis-
trators and educators in other local districts,” says 
Kimberle Herring, public education coordinator for the 
Monterey Regional Waste Management District.  

 

There are many aspects of ecoliteracy, a term that is 
a shortened form of ecological literacy. “Ecoliteracy is 
understanding Earth's naturally interconnected web of 

systems and cycles — and how 
our actions as humans influence 
this web,” says Carmel High sci-
ence teacher Jason Maas-
Baldwin. 

Maryann McCormick, Carmel Riv-
er School garden teacher, says, 
“Ecoliteracy requires people to 
view the Earth as a complete or-
ganism rather than individual 
parts, and to understand that the 
health of the Earth is dependent 
on keeping all parts of the sys-
tem intact and functioning.”  

Keeping that system intact and 
functioning requires multiple 
components. Among them are 
the three environmental R’s. 
“Reduce, Reuse and Recycle” has 
been the cornerstone of the 
worldwide efforts to minimize 

waste for years, and that threesome is a key part of 
environmental efforts throughout the district. 
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Students at Carmel River School learn about plant 

propagation and beautify the campus by  

planting flower bulbs. 

her school is using their Oceans Guardian grant from 
NOAA “to help us achieve our goals to be Earth stew-
ards and ocean guardians.” 

As with River and Tularcitos Schools, one of the com-
ponents is eliminating waste that is produced during 
meals at the school. Captain Cooper has turned away 

from single-use packaging, 
which includes food wrappers, 
plastic bags and bottles, and 
is substituting all of that with 
reusable containers. These 
include washable dishes, cups 
and bowls that are cleaned in 
the school’s dishwasher. 

“Students will make clear con-
nections between their own 

health, physical activity, nutrition, and mental acuity 
with the well-being of the Earth’s environment; that 
is, what is good for the planet is good for the human; 
what is good for the mother is good for the child.” 
says Ms. Terui. 

Superintendent Biasotti echoes this sentiment. “Our 
mission includes a commitment to produce learners 
who are prepared for their role as citizens of an ever-
changing global community, and our ecoliteracy ef-
forts are driven by that mission.” 

“We’re helping students 
understand the impact 

their daily choices 
have on the planet.” 



During “Global Week,” all CHS biology students attend 
a 70-minute session “on the impacts of plastics on the 
environment and how we can make decisions to reduce 
the amount of one-use plastics.”  

For example, to reduce the quantity of single-use plas-
tics on campus, student-designed stainless steel water 
bottles are sold for $1 each, and water is available 
from filtered dispensers placed throughout the school.  

Beyond his students’ recycling efforts, Mr. Mass-
Baldwin is excited about how ecoliteracy sharpens pu-

pils’ minds. “Teaching 
high school students is 
very rewarding because 
rather than just blindly 
accepting other's asser-
tions, they are begin-
ning to critically analyze 
what others say and 
form opinions of their 
own,” Mr. Maas-Baldwin 
says.  

In doing so, students 
come to recognize the 
potential impact of to-
day’s actions on the 
world they will inhabit 
in the future.  

JD Russo, a Carmel High 
junior, wrote a com-
mentary that appeared 
in the Monterey County 
Herald last June in con-
nection with World 
Oceans Day.  

Teaching More than the Three R’s 

But additional “R’s” are also taught. For example, Mar-
got Grych, garden teacher at Tularcitos School, says 
that 3rd to 5th graders are also taught to “Remember” 
and “Rethink.”  

“Changing habits is difficult, thus ‘Remembering,’” she 
says. “Every system needs to be re-evaluated to see 
how well it is working, thus ‘Rethinking.’” 

Tanja Roos, organic garden program director at Carmel 
Middle School, offers some additional “R” words to the 
ecoliteracy package. 

“A lot of what we’re doing is changing behavior and 
that needs to be ‘Reminded’ and ‘Repeated’ in order to 
take root,” she says.  She likens that to the practice of 
always putting on one’s seatbelt in the car, something 
that not too many years ago was a foreign concept for 
many people. 

Additional R’s that Ms. Roos mentions: “Rot,” which 
applies to composting; “Refuse,” as in don’t take  
single-use plastic bags in stores; “React,” which is what 
to do when a non-sustainable step is proposed; and 
“Restore,” as in putting native plants back into the 
ground and removing non-native species. 

Carmel River School teacher Ms. McCormick says that 
students in the garden address the ecoliteracy R’s by 
being “made aware of their role as stewards of the en-
vironment. They are given responsibilities for maintain-
ing the space with explanations of how their work con-
tributes to the health of the garden system.” 

That garden, she 
says, “is a place 
where students are 
exposed to plant, 
insect, bird and 
sometimes animal 
life and are able to 
see and experi-
ence how they co-
exist and are inter-
dependent.” 

Carmel High’s Ja-
son Maas-Baldwin 
says the school’s 
Environmental 
Club promotes the 
ecoliteracy R’s 
with the help of 
their Ocean Guard-
ian grant from the 
National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric 
Administration 
(NOAA). 
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lunches. And with matching funds from the parent or-
ganization, students now have reusable drink contain-
ers to be used in home lunches to reduce the waste of 
drink boxes and pouches.  

To qualify for the Ocean Guardian 
honor, each school must complete 
a school- or community-based con-
servation project to preserve or 
protect local waters. There are 
more than a dozen criteria used by 
NOAA to evaluate schools. 

When River School received its 
$6,000 Ocean Guardian grant from 
NOAA in 2010, a school-wide pro-
ject focused on learning how the 
Carmel watershed is impacted by 
individuals’ actions.  

Mr. Marden explains that students 
became active stewards of the wa-
tershed, reduced sources of marine 
debris and developed a greater un-
derstanding of how people and the 
ocean are interconnected. 

Asked what excites the students 
about their project, Ann Wasson, 
who coordinates Carmel River 
School’s Ocean Guardian program, 
explains, “They have a voice, and 
they are contributing to a solu-
tion.” 

Naomi Pollack, coordinator of the 
Ocean Guardian program for NOAA, 
notes, “The students are working 
to create a healthier marine envi-

ronment.”  

Similarly, Tularcitos School Principal Ryan Peterson 
says, “We are using the Ocean Guardian grant to edu-
cate students about the impact people have on our 
oceans and our environment. Our first focus is reducing 
the amount of waste we produce as a school at 
lunchtime.” 

“We recently conducted a trash audit to see the type 
and amount of trash that is produced. For example, 
students counted single-use packages and reusable con-
tainers during lunch. They also looked at how much can 
be composted and how much must be thrown away,” 
Mr. Peterson says. 

As for Carmel Middle School, it is not only active in pre-
serving the seas but is also engaged in major steps on 
land at the Bialek Habitat and has been recycling there 
for many years.  

 

 

He discussed how vital the oceans of the world are in 
serving Earth’s life support systems, and he deftly ob-
served how they are increasingly being used as a gar-
bage dump, with plastic being the major culprit. 

Recycling has also become a key part 
of the environmental work led by 
Don Chaney, the facilities and con-
struction manager for the district. 
Mr. Chaney says that CUSD Superin-
tendent Marvin Biasotti asked him to 
“make it green across the board.”  

As a result, the district has taken 
steps to work more closely with our 
local garbage collection company, 
Waste Management, to avoid unnec-
essary landfill waste.  Mr. Chaney 
has coordinated efforts with adminis-
trators, teachers, custodians and 
maintenance personnel to examine 
exactly what is being put in trash 
containers that should be recycled 
instead.  

Benefits have included more recy-
cling, reduced amounts of garbage, 
and fewer trips to the landfill. As an 
added bonus for doing the right 
thing, the district has realized cost 
savings. 

Becoming Ocean Guardians 

The district’s green efforts extend to 
the blue waters of Carmel Bay and 
the Pacific Ocean.  NOAA has recog-
nized work by schools within CUSD to 
preserve the environment. Seaberry 
Nachbar of the federal agency’s Monterey office notes 
that the district, whose schools are in such close prox-
imity to the ocean, is well on its way to becoming the 
first school district in the nation to have all of its 
schools named NOAA Ocean Guardian schools, part of 
the agency’s Office of National Marine Sanctuaries. 

“What is unique in this area within CUSD is the direct 
physical connection to the watershed and ocean,” says 
Ms. Nachbar. 

Already, Carmel Middle School and Carmel River School 
have been designated as Ocean Guardian schools. The 
others are working on it, and when they complete their 
projects, they will also attain this prestigious designa-
tion. 

Even the preschool students at Carmelo Child Develop-
ment Center are getting into the act. The preschool is 
using its Ocean Guardian grant to purchase books to 
teach the children about recycling, reusing, and reduc-
ing. The grant also purchased additional metal spoons 
to be used at lunchtime for school lunches and home 

During their trash audit, Tularcitos team members tally the 

number of students who bring their lunch in reusable containers. 

Apple Pie Preschool students learn 

that compost provides  

rich nutrients for their garden. 

At CMS’s Bialek Habitat, students discover links between  

healthy eating and sustainable agricultural practices. 


