


Building Capacity for Energy 
Champions in Schools



Learning Objectives

● Participants will learn about DOE’s goals for building capacity in schools to support staff dedicated to 
energy and indoor environmental quality management, so schools do not miss valuable opportunities to 
implement no- and low-cost improvements, access funding for projects, and realize the associated benefits 
for students and staff.

● Participants will connect with two school districts participating in the Energy CLASS Prize cohort and 
hear how they are building the energy management plans in their districts through the training and one-
on-one coaching provided.

● Participants will hear from the two school districts on real-world barriers to reducing energy use and 
how they are starting to overcome those barriers.

● Participants will gain a better understanding of resources available for skills development and 
knowledge building from the Energy CLASS Prize training provider to apply in their own schools.
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DOE Renew America’s Schools Programs

2021

• Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL) Passes

• $6B allocated to DOE’s Office of State and Community Energy 
(SCEP)

2022
• Of the $6B, $500M allocated to DOE for K-12 public schools

•$4.5 million competitive award promoting energy management 
and capacity building in school districts across America.

•25 Phase 1 Winners represent approximately 741,000 students, in 1,300 
schools, across 19 states.

Energy CLASS Prize

•DOE awards $178M to 24 selectees announced across 22 states

Renew America's Schools Grant



New Buildings Institute 
(NBI)

A national nonprofit supporting 
efforts across the United States.

Mission: We push for better 
buildings that achieve zero energy, 
zero carbon, and beyond—through 
research, policy, guidance, and 
market transformation—to 
protect people and the planet.

St James Intermediate School | Myrtle Beach, SC
Credit: sfL+a Architects



Orange County Public Schools

Impact of Energy CLASS Prize:
● Reducing energy intensity at 84 Title 1 schools
● Increase staff and fund dedicated energy 

conservation training
● Improve energy controls performance, identify 

repairs and perform needs assessments

8th largest district in U.S., 
4th largest in Florida

211 schools with 
200,000+ students

24,000+ staff

Snapshot of OCPS:



Impact of Energy CLASS Prize:
• Lower energy consumption and utility costs
• Perform needs assessment on aging infrastructure
• Create first Energy Plan for school district

Elkhorn Area School District

7 schools with 3,620 
students

Conservation Land, School 
District Forest

County Seat of Walworth 
County in Southeastern 

Wisconsin

Snapshot of Elkhorn:



Energy CLASS Prize
The Energy CLASS Prize is a two-phase, $4.5 million competitive award promoting energy management and capacity building in 
school districts across America.

The competition was designed to help some of the nation’s highest-need K-12 schools make critical improvements by establishing 
training, and supporting energy managers – or Champions – in their districts. These Champions will:

• Build proficiencies to identify, plan, and implement infrastructure upgrades, developing institutional capacity to make 
energy management a lasting feature of their communities.

• Develop skills to pursue upgrade opportunities that will reduce public schools’ utility costs, improve indoor air quality, 
reduce carbon emissions, and enhance learning environments long-term.

The 25 Phase 1 Winners represent approximately 741,000 students, in 1,300 schools, across 19 states.

Phase 1 Winners will each receive $100,000 in cash prizes, along with access to coursework, training, and LEA-specific coaching 
from professionals in the newly-established Energy CLASS Prize Training Network.



Energy CLASS Prize – SY23-24

Live Training 
[40-50 hours]

One-on-One 
Coaching 

[~20 hours]

Facilitated by Training 
Service Provides 

(NBI + ICF)

Peer to Peer 
Cohorts

[~10 hours]



Training Topics

Fundamental 
Building Science

Basic building 
science concepts 

Such as: indoor 
thermal 
environment; indoor 
acoustic 
environment; indoor 
light environment; 
indoor air quality; 
and building 
resource use.

Benchmarking and 
Management

Basic building needs 
analysis.

Interpreting energy 
bills and reports.

Establishing
energy and health 
benchmarks and 
goals.

Interventions which 
can help a building 
meet different types 
of energy and 
indoor air quality 
goals.

Indoor Air Quality

Approaches to 
improving indoor air 
quality in schools

Protecting 
occupants from 
harmful chemicals, 
wildfire smoke, 
traffic-related black 
carbon, allergens, 
and air-borne 
diseases. 

Funding sources for 
indoor air quality 
improvements.

Procurement 
Strategies

Third-party 
partnerships and/or 
public-private-
partnerships.

Power purchase 
agreements.

Working with 
energy as a service 
contractor.

Business and 
Communications 
Skills

How to build trust 
and support for 
facility improvement 
projects.

Budgeting and 
financial analysis, 
assessment of 
health impacts, and 
presenting the 
business case.

Stakeholder 
Engagement

How to bolster 
public and private 
support for projects 
by engaging the 
student body, 
school staff and 
administrators and 
the community-at-
large.

Showcase benefits 
from building 
improvements.

Teaching the 
community about 
the importance of 
energy efficiency 
and indoor air 
quality.

Resiliency

Understanding
climate concerns 
and natural 
disasters the school 
faces.

How to work 
towards healthier, 
safer, and more 
resilient buildings 
that protect 
occupants from 
indoor and outdoor 
hazards.





Winner Cohort (Announced May 5th)

18 Winners have schools located 

in a DAC

8 Winners are in a 

Rural Locale

The Winners have a combined Free 
& Reduced-Price Lunch average of 

73%

8 Winners are “Large” 

School Districts with 

44,000+ students

7 Winners are “Small” 

School Districts with less than 

3,000 students

Energy CLASS Prize



Q1: CLIMATE 

ACTION PLANS

Panel Discussion



School district 
& climate building
commitments

https://newbuildings.org/resource
/interactive-map-of-carbon-
neutral-school-districts/

https://newbuildings.org/resource/interactive-map-of-carbon-neutral-school-districts/
https://newbuildings.org/resource/interactive-map-of-carbon-neutral-school-districts/
https://newbuildings.org/resource/interactive-map-of-carbon-neutral-school-districts/


Brightspots
Denver Public Schools, CO

Portland Public Schools, OR

Oregon School District, WI



Q2: 

PARTICIPATION 

GOALS

Panel Discussion





Why did you apply for the Energy CLASS Prize?

Orange County Public Schools:
● OCPS Sustainability Office includes three (3) 

Energy Advisor staff members
● 84 work locations per EA
● Nearly 950 buildings each
● 83 Title I Schools

Managing many 
schools

Supporting staff



Panel Discussion

Q3: ENERGY 

EFFICIENCY



Why Energy Efficiency?

● Utility spending is the 2nd highest 
cost to the district after salaries.

○ OCPS spends over 
$50,000,000 on utilities, with 
electricity being the vast 
majority.

○ The energy team is 
dedicated to reducing those 
costs to keep dollars in the 
classroom.



Why Energy Efficiency?



Panel Discussion

Q4: FUNDING 

MECHANISMS
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Summary of Funding Opportunities

Traditional Sources 
for Capital Projects

Federal & State 
Disbursements or 

Allocations

Grants, Rebates, and 
Incentives

• State and/or district 
level funding (non 
competitive)

• Voter approved 
bonds or levies

Other Procurement & 
Financing Options

• Federal: non-
competitive, based 
on funding formulas

• State Lottery(s)

• Other State

• Federal (competitive)

• State (competitive)

• Local (competitive)

• Utility rebates & 
incentives

• Energy Service 
Company / Energy 
Performance 
Contracting

• Energy Efficiency as a 
Service

• Utility Energy Service 
Contracts

• Private Loans



Focus in: Inflation Reduction Act

Direct Pay: Tax-free cash payments
● Investment Tax Credit (ITCs): Applied to upfront 

costs of clean energy systems (solar, storage, 
geothermal, etc.)

● Commercial Clean Vehicle Credit: Applied to 
upfront costs of installing electric school buses.

○ Max credit $40k
○ Non-competitive, uncapped, can be combined with 

grants for EV buses

● Alternative Fuel Refueling Property Credit: Applied 
upfront to costs of EV charging equipment for buses 
or passenger vehicles.

○ Max 30% of costs, or $100,000 per unit
○ Non-competitive, uncapped, can be combined with 

grants for charging equipment

Direct Pay Technologies covered:
• Energy Efficiency Measures
• Solar & Wind
• Ground Source Heat Pumps
• Energy Storage 
• Electric Vehicle Chargers

The largest investment in climate and clean energy in United States history.

179D Energy Efficient Commercial 
Building Deduction
• $1.88 per SF
• Schools work with designer to access 

funds. Should negotiate a 50/50 split.



Focus in: Investment Tax Credit (ITCs)

Investment Tax Credit (ITCs): Applied to 
upfront costs of clean energy systems (solar, 
storage, geothermal, etc.)

○ 30% base credit

○ 10% domestic content credit

○ 10% energy community (transition 
community)

○ 10-20% low-income or tribal (solar and 
wind only)

= up to 50-70% depending on the 
project!

Credit: Undaunted K-12

More info on how to get reimbursed: 
https://www.undauntedk12.org/how-schools-get-reimbursed

https://www.undauntedk12.org/how-schools-get-reimbursed


Focus in: 179D Tax Deduction

The 179D program allows school districts to 
allocate the Deduction to the designers of the 
building through an allocation letter process.

● Schools can now negotiate a split of this 
deduction. Suggest 50/50.

● Deduction is $1.88 per SF 

● Must reduce the energy and power cost by 
50% or more in comparison to ASHRAE 90.1

Technologies include:
• Interior lighting
• Building envelope
• Heating, cooling, ventilation
• Hot water systems

https://www.energy.gov/eere/buildings/179d-commercial-buildings-energy-efficiency-tax-deduction-public-schools 

Sample tax benefit analysis:

Credit: Engineered Tax Services

https://www.energy.gov/eere/buildings/179d-commercial-buildings-energy-efficiency-tax-deduction-public-schools


● Elementary and Secondary School Emergency 
Fund Relief (ESSER)

○ ESSER III: $122.7B – Allocation through September 
2024, Spend date through January 28, 2025.

● Other Federal Programs
○ Renew America’s Schools
○ Clean School Bus Program
○ FEMA BRIC Grants
○ Tribal Climate Resiliency 

● State or Local Grant Opportunities
● Utility Incentives
● Energy Service Company’s (ESCOs) and Energy 

Service Performance Contracts

Other Mechanisms
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Most Commonly Utilized Funding Stacking Approaches 

Local Bond Funding

State Funding

Disbursed/Allocated
OR

Incentives / 
Rebates
Utility
State

or
Local

Grants (matching most typical but 
may include nonmatching)

Federal
 

Competitive 
or non

Levies

Only utilized for small projects related 
to operational upgrades

Incentives / Rebates
Utility, State or Local

State Funding

Disbursed/Allocated
OR

Grants 
Matching or 

non-matching
Other State

Other Procurement 
/ Financing Options

ESCO
UESC
ESPC

(May provide support to 
secure additional funding 

from federal $, grants, 
rebates, incentives, etc.)

New Construction or Major 
Modernization Primarily

Retrofits, Modernizations, and System Replacement 



Funding Mechanisms



Funding Mechanisms

● ESSER (Construction Projects)
○ HVAC retro-commissioning

● BIL/IRA 
○ Energy CLASS Prize

● General Operation Budget
○ Staff
○ Utilities

● Rebates (Sustainability Program)
○ Duke Energy
○ OUC



Panel Discussion

Q3: ENERGY 

STAKEHOLDERS



● Facilities Maintenance
● Custodial Services
● Real Estate Management

○ Facilitron Facility 
Management

● Construction Department

• Green Schools
• Student Sustainability 

Advisory Committee

Key Energy Stakeholders



Key Energy Stakeholders



Identifying and engaging 
stakeholders:
• Who are the decision makers?
• What messaging do you need 

to communicate? 
• What are the stakeholder(s) 

goals and drivers?

It can be…
• Superintendent
• School Board member(s)
• Chief Business Officer
• Facilities Director
• Educators
• Students
• Parents
• Community
• …. Anyone!

https://newbuildings.org/resource/key-messages-for-communicating-about-carbon-neutral-schools/ 

Key Energy Stakeholders

https://newbuildings.org/resource/key-messages-for-communicating-about-carbon-neutral-schools/


The Renew America's Schools Program is working to provide opportunities for 
LEAs across the country. In SY23-24, we anticipate . . .

❑ Fall 2023 – Webinar with a network of stakeholders sharing their successes 
on “powerful partnerships for school districts”

❑ Winter 2024 – Webinar with FY22-23 Selectees sharing highlights and key 
successes of their applications.

❑ Spring 2024 – anticipated release for second round of funding.

https://www.energy.gov/scep/renew-americas-schools
schools@doe.gov

https://www.energy.gov/scep/renew-americas-schools
mailto:schools@doe.gov


THANK YOU!
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