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School Uses Nature as Model for Classrooms and Curriculum 
by Gina L. Diorio 
 
Located in the beautiful countryside of central New Jersey lies The Willow School, an independent coeducational K-8 
school, with the unique mission of integrating education with the natural world. 
 
When Mark and Gretchen Johnson Biedron founded the school in 2000, they developed a core curriculum grounded 
in the ancient Aristotelian cardinal virtues.  Although not originally intending to go green, they soon recognized the 
inextricable link between human virtue and ecology. "Our health and happiness have a huge relationship to the health 
and happiness of our natural system," Mark Biedron states.  "We cannot model an ethical relationship among 
humans without modeling an ethical relationship to our natural world." 
 
This understanding became the impetus for creating a fully sustainable campus.  At The Willow School, reading, 
writing, and arithmetic join hands with nature, and the school buildings themselves become part of the educational 
curriculum.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the school's newest facility, The Barn. 
 
Completed in September 2007, this 13,500-square-foot facility is the first building in the state and only the third 
school building in the country to receive the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) platinum certification, the highest rating available. 
 
When students enter The Barn, more than walking in the classrooms, cafeteria, or arts center house there, they step 
into a structure fully in synergy with its ecological surroundings.  In addition to being constructed primarily from 
recycled materials, The Barn utilizes 70 percent less energy and fewer electrical lights than its conventional 
counterparts, and 40 percent of the building's electricity comes from the sun via a roof-mounted photovoltaic system. 
 
"We do a lot of daylight harvesting," states Biedron, noting that sensors adjust the brightness of indoor lighting based 
on the daily intensity of the sun and automatically turn off lights when a room is empty.  "We never use more light 
than we need," he says. 
 
The Barn is also equipped with its own weather station that controls the building's highly-sophisticated heating and air 
conditioning systems.  When the outdoor temperature is between 65 and 80 degrees Fahrenheit, the weather station 
signals the systems to turn off.  Simultaneously, a green light in each classroom turns on, telling students to open the 
windows. 
 



Additionally, The Barn's water conservations system mirrors nature, and the building uses 58 percent less water than 
a similar structure built to code.  Water from The Barn's roof collects into an underground system, from which it is 
pumped into the building and used to flush toilets.  The Barn's in-house waste management systems takes the septic 
water and treats it naturally by growing plants hydroponically in it.  The treated, recreational-quality water then returns 
to the ground.  Noting this is the first system of its kind in New Jersey, Biedron explains, "We're using nature as a 
model.  Here is how nature cleans its water; why should we do it any differently?" 
 
Through features such as these, The Barn becomes the teacher.  In art class, students draw the building's water 
system; in language arts, they write about it; in math, they calculate the amount of water processed; in biology, they 
study natural wetlands; and in music, they sing about water.  Leading this new wave of education, Biedron hopes that 
children will begin to see that everything is connected. 
 
Future structures planned for The Willow School over the next three years embrace this concept of "living buildings," 
meaning they will actually act like a tree or like a flower, by participating in nature, and giving back more than they 
use. 
 
"We actually try to grow in harmony with our planet so that we're not destroying the place where we live but we're 
actually enhancing it," Biedron says.  "That's what we really want the kids to take away." 
 
 

A message from Back to Nature  
Back to Nature provides interdisciplinary design services that result in regenerative land use.  Our 
landscape architects and planners design private landscapes, corporate and institutional campuses, 
public tracts and parks, and green developments.  We engage natural, social and green systems to make 
each place-based design healthy and unique. 
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