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Introduction  
 
 
The TDSB has been engaged in climate action for 20 years. During this time, it has gradually 
reduced greenhouse gas emissions from buildings, spearheaded the EcoSchools movement 
spreading across Canada, and established numerous programs and partnerships to support 
and expand education for sustainability. 
 
This report provides an overview of the actions that the TDSB has taken over the past two 
decades to tackle climate change and become more sustainable, both as an institution and as 
an educator.  
 
The report is organized into four main sections: 
 

 Part I looks at the TDSB’s institutional context and initiatives that have supported 
climate action, including policies, targeted funding, consultation and youth 
engagement.  

 

 Part II provides an overview of some of the key partnerships that support 
environmental action in schools. 

 

 Part III addresses TDSB educational initiatives that support climate action, including 
EcoSchools, outdoor education, teacher education, and active, safe and sustainable 
transportation.  

 

 Part IV addresses on-the-ground actions operations has taken related to school 
grounds, energy use in buildings, renewable energy, waste management and 
purchasing. 

 

Part I – Context 
 
Part I provides a summary of policy, funding, consultative approaches and youth engagement 
that the TDSB has adopted to shift towards sustainability.  
 
Policy 
 
The Board of Trustees has adopted policies and plans to provide strategic direction for 
environmental initiatives across operations and educational programs. The key policy 
achievements are summarized below:  
 
TDSB Environmental Policy (2000/2010) 
 
The TDSB has supported environmental education in different forms since the early 1990s, 
but the Board formalized its commitment to sustainability with the adoption of the TDSB 
Environmental Policy in 2000. This policy summarizes the TDSB’s commitment to aligning 
environmental education and school operations in order to build whole-school, ecologically 
literate communities aimed towards a healthy, sustainable society. The policy was updated in 
2010 to explicitly address climate change through mitigation, adaptation and climate change 



 

 

 

education. The TDSB Environmental Policy continues to provide strategic direction for the 
Board for all sustainability and climate initiatives. 
 
Charter for Active, Safe and Sustainable Transportation (2013)  
 
In 2013, the Board of Trustees approved the Charter for Active, Safe and Sustainable 
Transportation (ASST) to tackle the decline in students walking and cycling to school. ASST 
has been incorporated into the EcoSchools program, and the Sustainability Office supports 
schools in implementing activities that encourage students to walk and cycle more. The 
TDSB’s Environmental Legacy Fund has allocated funds to support the ASST program. 
 
Funding  
 
Targeted funding is required to implement policies. The TDSB has committed to funding 
environmental initiatives in several ways: 
 
1. By funding staff positions: Several Sustainability Office positions, such as those that 

develop and support sustainability, school-ground greening initiatives and climate-action 
programs in schools, are funded directly by the Board. In addition, the office has three full-
time staff dedicated to supporting the EcoSchools program; this commitment is vital to the 
success of the program and supports the teachers and students who volunteer their time 
to implement environmental actions at schools.  

 
2. By supporting outdoor education centres: The TDSB operates nine outdoor education 

centres that immerse students in safe, active and enriching environmental learning 
experiences, in both natural and urban settings. The TDSB is one of the few school 
boards in Ontario directly operating its own outdoor education centres, and it does so to 
ensure that all TDSB students have access to outdoor education a minimum of three times 
through their elementary school career.  

 
3. Through the Environmental Legacy Fund (ELF): In 2010, when the Board approved the 

Go Green: Climate Change Action Plan, it authorized the creation of an ELF. Income from 
the sale of carbon credits, electricity produced by solar photovoltaic (PV) projects and 
hazardous waste is directed into the fund, as are environmental grants. The fund is used 
to support high-impact projects related to active transportation, teacher professional 
learning, urban forest management, school-initiated projects, information technology and 
energy initiatives. The ELF has been critical to the success of many TDSB sustainability 
and climate actions. 

 
Consultative approach  
 
The TDSB has adopted a consultative approach around the issue of sustainability and climate 
action. This approach has been critical to engaging stakeholders, such as trustees, Board 
management, union representatives, teachers, parents, students and community partners. At 
present, two main platforms allow TDSB stakeholders to have a say in environmental policies, 
plans and projects being implemented at Board level: 
 

http://www.tdsb.on.ca/aboutus/innovation/activetransportationcharter.aspx
http://www.tdsb.on.ca/aboutus/innovation/activetransportationcharter.aspx


 

 

 

1. Environmental Sustainability Community Advisory Committee (ESCAC). ESCAC was 
established in 2010 as a direct result of the Go Green: Climate Action Plan, which called 
for a committee to provide advice and expertise to staff and trustees as they work towards 
meeting environmental goals. ESCAC is part of a network of TDSB community advisory 
committees. ESCAC provides a forum for community engagement around issues like 
climate change. Membership is open to trustees, Board staff, students, parents and 
community members.  

 
2. Joint Management-Labour Environmental Committee (JMLEC). The JMLEC was set up in 

January 2018 to leverage the knowledge that TDSB workers have of their workplaces and 
work processes and to link that expertise with the broader knowledge of management. 
The goal of the collaboration is to make informed decisions towards reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions by identifying feasible approaches and innovations to the workplace. The 
concept is designed to build organizational momentum in a framework of continuous 
improvement.  

 
Youth Engagement 
 
The TDSB offers several ways for students to have a voice in environmental plans and 
policies and to develop leadership skills. In the late 1990s, the TDSB set up the Student 
Environment Network (SEN), providing students with an opportunity to organize an annual 
conference. SEN eventually dissolved, but in 2013, the Toronto Youth Environmental Council 
(TYEC), a non-profit organization run by and for youth, emerged as a space for the youth of 
Toronto to push for change in the city’s environmental policies. Many TYEC members are 
TDSB students who are also active leaders of environmental initiatives in their schools and 
communities, including the recent climate strikes. The TDSB’s Student Senate (formerly 
known as the TDSB SuperCouncil) provides another forum for students to raise 
environmental concerns like climate change, and some TYEC members are involved in this 
group. The EcoSchools program provides many opportunities for students to gain leadership 
skills and express their ideas for sustainability and climate action projects to their schools.  
 

Part II – Educational Partnerships 
 
The TDSB has a well-established track record of working in collaboration with partners in the 
community to achieve the goals of climate action and greening schools. Long-standing 
partners such as Evergreen have been helping with school-ground greening efforts since 
2004, and over the years, other key partners have stepped up to provide critical support to 
EcoSchools and to help schools plan and deliver educational programs that engage students 
in climate action. A few of the non-profits TDSB works with are: 
 
No. 9  
For the last few years, the TDSB has partnered with the non-profit organization No. 9, to 
deliver their program My Sustainable Community in TDSB schools. Students survey the land 
in their community and use principles of sustainable building to create a scale model of their 
ideal use of this land to enhance safety and sustainability.  
 
 
 



 

 

 

Evergreen 
Evergreen has been instrumental in supporting the school-ground greening program through 
a long-standing partnership that began in 2004. In addition to providing thousands of on-site 
design consultations for school-ground greening projects, Evergreen has helped develop 
several publications to guide school-based greening initiatives, including Designing for Shade 
and Energy Conservation. 
 
FoodShare 
FoodShare is an organization committed to making sure that everyone, especially those most 
affected by food insecurity, has access to affordable, fresh and healthy food. Their urban 
schoolyard farming project employs students to grow food on secondary school rooftops and 
lawns while promoting food literacy. FoodShare initially started working with three TDSB high 
schools to run school market gardens and has since expanded its reach. Burnhamthorpe CI 
has an impressive two-acre farm featuring a market garden, orchard, reforestation project, 
naturalized prairie gardens and a mid-scale community compost site. Eastdale CI has a half-
acre rooftop garden that includes an education centre, market garden and event space.  
 
Green Thumbs Growing Kids  
This organization cultivates environmental stewardship through hands-on gardening and 
curriculum-linked food education for urban children and their communities. Several TDSB 
elementary schools are involved in Kids Growing, a program that connects children to their 
food, giving them the tools to grow, harvest and enjoy food right in the school garden. 
 
PACT 
In 2009, the TDSB formally partnered with PACT (Urban Peace Program) to implement the 
Grow-to-Learn gardening program in several TDSB schools. This program transforms 
“unused, often grey spaces into bountiful organic gardens where children and youth learn 
about harvesting food, sustainability and community building.” 

 
 
CultureLink Settlement and Community Services 
The TDSB has been partnering with CultureLink since 2015 to deliver cycling education 
support to schools. Through this partnership, the Sustainability Office is able to offer free 
cycling education programs to schools (e.g., bike rodeos, learn-to-ride workshops and bike 
safety workshops). CultureLink has also been a leading partner in Bike to School Week in 
Toronto for the last several years and has delivered a variety of cycling education supports to 
secondary schools.  
 

Part III – Education as Catalyst for Climate Action  
 
The TDSB has made environmental education a priority since the 1990s. This commitment 
has taken shape through several innovative programs, including outdoor education, 
EcoSchools and a new partnership for teacher education with OISE/UT. The TDSB’s track 
record as a Canadian leader in environmental education provides a solid foundation for 
climate change education and action in schools. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

EcoSchools  
 
The TDSB launched Canada’s first EcoSchools program in 2003, a platform for environmental 
action and education. In 2005, the TDSB was instrumental in establishing Ontario 
EcoSchools, an independent province-wide program based on the TDSB EcoSchools model 
and resource materials. In 2019, Ontario EcoSchools expanded to become EcoSchools 
Canada, spreading the program pioneered by the TDSB to schools across the country.  
The scope of TDSB EcoSchools is very broad: It not only promotes environmental education 
and action, but also improves how schools and school grounds are used, run and even 
designed. The goal of the EcoSchools program is to support students and staff in learning 
about, caring for and protecting the environment — starting right in their own school. 
 
All TDSB schools are invited to seek EcoSchools certification by implementing a range of 
environmental actions that focus on waste minimization, energy conservation, sustainable 
transportation and school-ground greening. The program also has a strong environmental 
literacy component, as well as special projects and events that may include parents and the 
wider community. Schools can certify at different levels: Bronze, Silver, Gold and Platinum, 
depending on the degree to which they embrace environmental action. The TDSB has 
certified elementary, middle, and secondary schools, and outdoor education centres in all 
parts of the city and in all kinds of neighbourhoods.  
 
About 60% of all schools are certified, and each year, more are awarded Platinum, indicating 
that many schools are engaging with sustainability more deeply, including integrating climate 
change into teaching and learning. 
 
Supporting EcoSchools  
 
Adequate support is critical to the success of the EcoSchools program. Currently, a small 
team of TDSB staff is dedicated to supporting teachers and students, coordinating school-
based greening projects, and managing the EcoSchools certification process, which involves 
conducting school audits. Each year, the EcoSchools team: 
 

 Develops resource materials for EcoSchools (e.g., certification guides, handbooks, 
posters, curriculum materials and newsletters). 

 Facilitates EcoSchools kick-off workshops to help teachers jump-start the program at their 
school, get updates on the program, and share ideas with Board partners and colleagues 
from other schools. 

 Organizes student leadership conferences in the fall for students, drawing on existing best 
practices to help students develop leadership skills and tap their potential to help 
implement the EcoSchools program. 

 Coaches schools applying for Platinum status and coordinates year-round tours of 
certified Platinum EcoSchools to share best practices and highlight certification 
requirements.  

 Conducts school-ground greening consultations and programs. 

 Coordinates with Board-approved partners who support environmental actions in schools, 
student leadership and professional development for teachers. 

 
 



 

 

 

OISE/TDSB Collaboration  
 
For many teachers, integrating environmental and climate change education into the 
curriculum is the most demanding expectation of the EcoSchools program. To support them, 
the TDSB has developed a strong partnership with the Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education at the University of Toronto (OISE/UT) that offers teachers many opportunities for 
professional development in ecological literacy. 
 
In 2013, the TDSB–OISE/UT partnership launched the Environmental Education Additional 
Qualification (EE AQ) course for teachers. Following the success of this first EE AQ, two new 
EE AQ courses (Part 2 and Part 3) were developed, as well as a certification program for 
educators who are not certified by the Ontario College of Teachers. These EE AQ courses 
employ diverse strategies (e.g., field trips, lectures, workshops and experiential learning) to 
help educators increase their capacity to implement environmental curriculum and foster 
student ecological literacy. As of August 2019, 166 TDSB teachers have completed EE AQ 
Part 1, 46 have also completed EE AQ Part 2 and 15 have completed EE AQ Part 3. TDSB 
staff who successfully complete a course are eligible for a subsidy funded from the TDSB’s 
Environmental Legacy Fund. 
 
Since EE AQ program has been established, the collaboration between the two institutions 
has expanded to include: 
 

 The EcoSchools Action Research Professional Learning Community (PLC) for teachers to 
enhance knowledge of environmental education, cultivate new professional networks and 
develop capacity to mentor colleagues. 

 The EcoSchools Program Evaluation, whereby teachers and administrators engage in 
collaborative inquiry to track the effects of environmental education work in their schools 
and communities, and share findings. 

 An annual EcoSchools conference and eco-fair for teachers and teacher candidates. 

 Environmental education workshops for teachers. 

 Mentoring for OISE/UT teacher candidates by EcoSchools teachers in schools.  
 
Outdoor Education  
 
The TDSB currently operates nine outdoor education centres, of which five are overnight and 
four are day-use, serving about 65,000 TDSB students each year. Highly qualified staff 
members guide students and teachers through safe, active and enriching learning 
experiences in both natural and urban environments. Students learn through curriculum-
enriching direct activities that cannot be duplicated within the walls of a classroom. Outdoor 
education centres provide an ideal space for learning about how climate change affects the 
natural environment and for thinking about strategies to mitigate and adapt. The TDSB’s 
Outdoor Education website houses an archive of lessons that teachers can use back at 
school, many of which are directly related to climate change. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Active, Safe and Sustainable Transportation  
 
The TDSB has made significant progress in promoting awareness and action around active 
transportation. In 2013, the TDSB’s Board of Trustees approved a Charter for Active, Safe 
and Sustainable Transportation (ASST). Since then, the TDSB has supported a wide range of 
initiatives to encourage students and staff to walk or wheel to school, including cycling 
education programs and leadership camps, annual campaigns (e.g., International Walk to 
School Day, Bike to School Week), school travel planning, and participation in Metrolinx’s 
Smart Commute program. 
 
Secure bicycle parking for students and staff is key to active and sustainable transportation. 
Bicycle racks have been installed at over 134 TDSB schools since the ASST was launched in 
2013. Recently, the TDSB has received $350,000 funding from the City of Toronto to ramp up 
these efforts. The partnership with CultureLink and their Bike to School project has brought 
cycling education programs to numerous schools and helped students discover the personal 
and community benefits of cycling. 
 
The TDSB has also been running a traffic safety program since 2017, thanks to a partnership 
with Green Communities Canada. This program targets schools experiencing the most traffic 
pressure. A program facilitator works with these schools to investigate traffic-related 
concerns; schools then establish a traffic safety team to work alongside the program facilitator 
to plan and implement solutions. The program also promotes active and sustainable 
transportation.  
 
School-ground greening, including tree planting, food gardens and naturalized study areas, 
are another important part of education for climate action. These are covered in detail in Part 
IV, below.  
 

Part IV – Operations 
 
While education is at the heart of the TDSB, facilities and building operations play a major 
role in its climate action plan. The TDSB is a large organization comprised of schools, outdoor 
education centres and administration centres. All activities taking place within TDSB 
properties can play a role in mitigating and adapting to climate change, including school-
ground maintenance, purchasing, transportation, energy and water use, and waste 
management. The Board’s environmental policy (2010) recognizes that aligning operations 
with teaching and learning will help develop whole school, ecologically literate communities 
whose goal is building a healthy, sustainable society.  
 
Greening School Grounds  
 
School-ground greening plays a pivotal role in helping the TDSB to reduce its carbon footprint 
and adapt to climate change. Improving the quality of school grounds is an investment that 
increases in value over time. 
 
TDSB school-ground greening initiatives began in the 1990s, for several reasons: natural 
spaces are ideal for environmental teaching and learning; they benefit biodiversity; they often 
provide shade and respite from urban heat islands; and they can be used to grow food. 



 

 

 

Schools require guidance and support to plan, create and maintain greening projects, and the 
TDSB has developed several community partnerships over the past two decades (mentioned 
in Part II) to help provide this. Major school-ground greening initiatives are described below. 
 
Urban forest management 
The TDSB recognizes that the urban forest is vital to the health of our environment. The 
Large Tree Program was launched in 2007, and since then, approximately 2500 large native 
shade trees were planted at 250 TDSB schools. The total canopy on TDSB properties now 
includes about 35,000 trees, which absorb approximately 175 metric tonnes of CO2 from the 
atmosphere each year. Trees have many other benefits: they make the grounds attractive, 
provide habitats for biodiversity, reduce storm water runoff, and shade buildings and play 
areas. Guided by its Urban Forest Management Plan (2013), the TDSB has committed 
significant resources to tree planting and tree maintenance, including a program to control the 
spread of the invasive Emerald Ash Borer, and watering and mulching programs throughout 
the summer months. The Urban Forest Management Plan also supported a University of 
Toronto research project on the effect of trees on the academic performance of primary 
students at the TDSB.  
 
Nature study areas 
In 2006, the TDSB initiated a program encouraging schools to develop nature study areas 
(NSAs) on the school grounds. These designated areas naturalize when they are no longer 
mowed, which can reduce maintenance costs, noise and air pollution. Each NSA is unique to 
the environmental conditions in that particular schoolyard. NSAs are an important component 
of the EcoSchools program as they allow teachers and students to access the enhanced 
biodiversity that naturalized areas can provide for learning right in the schoolyard. In 2016, the 
TDSB developed a guide to help schools plan, create, maintain and use their NSAs. Currently, 
about 18 schools have NSAs. 
 
Food gardens 
Many TDSB schools have food gardens, which not only provide places for students to learn 
how to grow, harvest and prepare food, but also teach them about food security and nutrition. 
Many of these gardens are made possible thanks to partnerships with a number of community 
groups including FoodShare, Green Thumbs Growing Kids and PACT (please see Part II for 
more information on these partnerships). 
 
Energy Management  
 
Since the 1990s, the TDSB has worked steadily to reduce energy consumption in buildings, 
the largest source of its greenhouse gas emissions. The TDSB uses “energy use intensity” 
(total energy use/m2) to measure energy consumption in all buildings.  In 2000, the TDSB’s 
total energy use intensity was 1015 MJ/m2, and by the end of the 2018/2019 school year, it 
had dropped 25% to 764 MJ/m2. 
 
In 2019, the TDSB published its Energy Conservation and Demand Management Plan, which 
documents some of the work done to reduce energy consumption across the TDSB in a five-
year reporting period from the 2013/2014 to 2017/2018 school years. According to this report, 
overall energy use at TDSB buildings dropped, mainly as a result of upgrades to heating and 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5825089/
https://www.tdsb.on.ca/Portals/0/AboutUs/docs/FIve-Year%20Energy%20Conservation%20and%20DMP-2019.pdf


 

 

 

hot water systems in schools, which significantly reduced the TDSB’s use of natural gas. In 
this five-year period alone, CO2 emissions were reduced by about 142,000 metric tonnes. 
 
The key actions that reduced energy use are summarized below. Further detail can be 
retrieved from the plan. 
 

Heating and Cooling System Renewal 
Upgrades to outdated school heating systems and building retrofits have provided the 
greatest energy savings and reduction in emissions. The TDSB operates close to 600 
building heating systems of varying models, the majority of which are past their life 
expectancy and in need of replacement at the time of the report. The TDSB has been 
engaged in a sustained effort to renew these building heating systems, including replacing 
older-model steam plants with new hot-water-based ones that are more efficient and 
require less maintenance. All of the new heating systems allow for more precise 
temperature scheduling based on outdoor weather and building occupancy. The new 
heating plants also have a built-in Building Automation System (BAS) that monitors 
temperatures, allowing for greater energy efficiency and control. Many water heating 
systems were upgraded to be more efficient as well. In total, 75 heating plants were 
replaced between the 2013/2014 and 2017/2018 school years, reducing total emissions by 
more than 71,000 tonnes of CO2.  
 
Starting in the late 1970s, central cooling plants were included in the design for larger 
schools, and many of these have now exceeded their life expectancy and are being 
replaced with more efficient chiller plants that use less energy and are electronically 
controlled. Some schools have also had new, more efficient central ventilation systems 
installed with enhanced BAS controls, further reducing energy consumption. A total of 19 
cooling/HVAC renewal projects were implemented during the reporting period, helping to 
avoid almost 1000 tonnes of CO2 emissions. 
 
School Roofing Renovations 
Extensive work has been done to upgrade and repair aging school roofs, and all of these 
projects have included improved roof insulation, generating significant savings in heating 
costs. Approximately 6 million square feet of roofing has been upgraded since the roof 
repair project started, avoiding some 63,000 tonnes of CO2 emissions.  
 
Window Upgrades 
Many of the TDSB’s older buildings have aging single-glazed windows, with cracked seals 
and wood frames, all of which contribute significantly to energy loss. As part of the TDSB 
renewal efforts, the Board began the work of replacing older windows with newer, more 
energy efficient models, focusing first on high priority, larger jobs. So far over 15 million 
square feet of windows have been replaced, averting almost 6000 tonnes of CO2.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Renewable Energy 
 
The TDSB began investing in renewable energy technologies in 2010, with a particular focus 
on the installation of solar PV systems on school rooftops. The first systems were installed by 
the TDSB on 10 schools. The TDSB has a contract to sell this electricity to the Independent 
Electricity System Operator, projected to earn a total of about $3.4 million for the 
Environmental Legacy Fund over the duration of the 20-year contract. 
 
Since those first installations, a further 311 TDSB schools have had solar PV systems 
installed on their rooftops, thanks to an agreement with School Top Solar Limited (now 
Potentia Renewable Inc.). In exchange for roof space on TDSB schools to install their solar 
arrays, the company is covering the costs of millions of square feet of roofing. Overall, the 
program saw the installation of close to 148,000 solar panels with an installed capacity of 37 
megawatts (MW). These solar arrays on TDSB schools offset over 30,000 tonnes of CO2 
between the 2013/14 and 2017/18 school year.  
 
Waste Management 
 
Every item the TDSB purchases, transports and throws away has an environmental impact, 
including greenhouse gas emissions. By minimizing the amount of waste going to landfill, the 
TDSB can significantly reduce this impact. TDSB properties participate in the City of Toronto 
waste minimization programs such as recycling and green bins, but the TDSB has also 
initiated several of its own programs to minimize the amount of waste going to landfill. 
Highlights of TDSB waste management include the following: 
 

 In 2009, the TDSB reduced the frequency of waste collection from twice a week to once a 
week at many schools, lowering costs as well as greenhouse gas emissions associated 
with vehicle trips. 

 EcoSchools produce about half as much waste per year compared to non-certified 
schools. This is a direct result of focused waste minimization programs, which are largely 
implemented and led by student volunteers. 

 In 2015, the TDSB launched Project Refill, which encourages schools to use fewer single-
use plastic water bottles by installing water bottle filling stations. This initiative promotes a 
culture of waste minimization in schools. Through this program, 134 water bottle filling 
stations have been installed. An additional 282 water bottle filling stations have been 
installed outside of this program.   

 The TDSB’s ArtsJunktion is a depot for receiving and distributing materials and supplies 
donated by community partners, which are then used in educational and creative 
programs within the TDSB. ArtsJunktion has been running for over 35 years and is 
currently operating under the Sustainability Office. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Purchasing 
 
While sustainable procurement practices are not yet mainstreamed at the TDSB, some 
significant advances have been made, including the following: 
 

 In 2018, the TDSB implemented an online bids and tenders digital procurement platform, 
saving approximately 200 metric tonnes of CO2 associated with paper and printing costs. 

 Schools and offices now have the option to purchase 100% post-consumer recycled 
paper.  

 Staff recently drafted a detailed report outlining options for discontinuing the distribution of 
single-use plastic items (SUPs). The report highlights the impact of SUPs on the 
environment and human health, their use within the TDSB, and strategies for alternatives. 

 
 


