
Key Findings

Today, nearly 1 in 10 K-12 schools has solar

Nationwide Growth of Solar at Schools

Over 6 million students attend the 8,409 K-12 schools 
across the United States that are generating solar 
energy. Nearly one in ten (9%) K-12 schools (including 
public, independent, and charter schools) has adopted 
solar technology. Solar energy is being utilized by 
almost one in five (19%) public school districts.2 

Since the start of 2015, 
the cumulative solar capacity 
at K-12 schools has tripled and 
the number of schools with 
solar has doubled 

With 1,644 megawatts (MW) of cumulative installed capacity, our nation’s schools now generate enough 
solar energy to power the electricity use of 300,000 homes each year.3 That is enough electricity to 
power all the households in cities the size of Washington, D.C., Boston, or Denver.4 
 
Since the start of 2015, when the first edition of this report was published, the cumulative solar 
capacity at K-12 schools has tripled, and the number of schools with solar has doubled. The growth 
of solar adoption by U.S. K-12 schools has continued to grow over the past two years since the 
release of the third edition of this report. This fourth edition includes data on new solar projects 
completed by U.S. K-12 schools during the years 2020 and 2021, a period significantly impacted by 
school closures, district budget shortfalls, labor shortages, and supply chain disruptions. Despite 
these setbacks associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, the nation’s K-12 schools continued to 
make meaningful progress in the transition to solar. Overall, the rate of solar adoption by K-12 
schools has kept pace with the growth of solar in the commercial sector.5 Between 2020 and 2021, 
the number of solar schools grew by 14% and the amount of solar installed at schools grew by 22%.  
SEE FIG 1 AND FIG 2. 
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9% 
PERCENTAGE OF  

SCHOOLS WITH SOLAR

CUMULATIVE 
SOLAR CAPACITY 
1,644 MEGAWATTS (MW)

AVERAGE 
SYSTEM SIZE 
PER SCHOOL 
193 KILOWATTS (kW)

STUDENTS ATTENDING 
A SOLAR SCHOOL 
6,118,335

PERCENTAGE OF 
STUDENTS ATTENDING 
A SOLAR SCHOOL
12%

NUMBER OF SCHOOL 
DISTRICTS WITH SOLAR 
2,538

PERCENTAGE OF 
SCHOOL DISTRICTS 
WITH SOLAR 
19%
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8,409 
NUMBER OF

SCHOOLS WITH SOLAR

DATA ARE CUMULATIVE THROUGH END OF 2021

The State of Solar Adoption by U.S. K-12 Schools

9,000

8,000

7,000

6,000

5,000

4,000

3,000

2,000

1,000

0
2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

FIG 2  
GROWTH IN NUMBER OF SOLAR SCHOOLS

FIG 1  
GROWTH IN CUMULATIVE SOLAR CAPACITY AT SCHOOLS
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CALIFORNIA
NEW JERSEY
ARIZONA
MASSACHUSETTS
ILLINOIS
INDIANA
CONNECTICUT
NEW YORK
VIRGINIA
WASHINGTON

STATE TOTAL kW

703,507
194,388
127,225
77,629
56,237
50,809
49,731
44,975
43,845
29,415

TOP 10 STATES

Head of the Class

State Rankings for Cumulative Solar Capacity on K-12 Schools

STATE TOTAL kW

SOUTH DAKOTA
NEBRASKA
ALABAMA
ALASKA
NORTH DAKOTA
WYOMING
RHODE ISLAND
LOUISIANA
IDAHO
MONTANA

0
19
28
38
80
230
366
390
601
747

 BOTTOM 10 STATES

Needs Tutoring

REPORT CARD ON SOLAR ADOPTION BY STATE

STATE
2-YEAR 

GROWTH (kW)

 TOP 5 STATES

Most Improved

Five states doubled their 
installed solar capacity 
during 2019-2021.

WASHINGTON
WISCONSIN
ILLINOIS
ARKANSAS
VIRGINIA

8.3X
3X

2.8X 
2.7X
2X

0-500 kW
501-1,999 kW
2,000-4,999 kW
5,000-19,999 kW
>20,000 kW

 DC

CUMULATIVE 
SOLAR CAPACITY
ON K-12 SCHOOLS

SEE COMPLETE STATE RANKINGS IN APPENDIX B ON PAGE 37.
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State Adoption Trends

The states with the highest adoption of solar by schools have implemented a variety of policies 
that expand general access to solar. California and New Jersey have remained the top two states in 
both the number of solar schools and cumulative solar capacity on schools since 2014. New York, 
Massachusetts, and Arizona have consistently ranked among the top states for solar schools since 
2014 as well. These top-performing states have instituted clean energy mandates, solar incentives, 
and access to third-party financing for solar installations. Four of the five leading states also have 
their own state-based solar renewable energy credits or renewable energy markets that create addi-
tional financial incentives for going solar.

Eight of the top ten states for cumulative solar capacity on schools and for the number of solar 
schools have state policies that support the statewide transition to clean energy, with goals for 
100% carbon-free electricity and ambitious targets for economy-wide greenhouse gas reductions.6 
Additionally, electricity prices in these states are high, which results in greater electric bill savings 
and a financial benefit for making the switch to solar.

States consistently at the bottom of the rankings in this report face utility barriers, poor net metering 
policies, and few options for solar financing. Nine of the bottom ten states for cumulative solar capac-
ity either disallow or have unclear policies about third-party ownership of solar installations, which 
is the way most solar projects at schools are financed. These states also have some of the lowest elec-
tricity rates in the country, which minimizes the financial incentives for going solar. South Dakota 
remains the only state with zero solar schools.

State Rankings for Distribution of Solar Schools

STATE STATE STATE# % 
2-YEAR 

GROWTH (#)

TOP 10 STATES

Number of 
Solar Schools

TOP 10 STATES

Percentage of 
Solar Schools

TOP 5 STATES

Most 
Improved

CALIFORNIA
NEW JERSEY
ILLINOIS
ARIZONA
MASSACHUSETTS
NEW YORK
FLORIDA
CONNECTICUT
WISCONSIN
MARYLAND

2,819
662
508
411
309
281
281
279
225
188

HAWAII 
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
CONNECTICUT
CALIFORNIA
NEW JERSEY
NEVADA
VERMONT
ARIZONA
MASSACHUSETTS
MARYLAND

CALIFORNIA
WISCONSIN
CONNECTICUT
VIRGINIA
ILLINOIS

40%
30%
28%
27%
26%
24%
20%
18%
17%
13%

389
77
74
65
53

Five states added over 
50 new solar schools each 
during 2019-2021.

SEE COMPLETE STATE RANKINGS IN APPENDIX B ON PAGE 37.
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Third-Party Ownership Without Upfront Capital Costs

Access to funding is typically the biggest concern for school districts interested in making the switch 
to solar. According to available data on methods of financing, schools own and maintain only 13% of 
the solar capacity installed at K-12 schools (also known as direct ownership). Of those projects directly 
owned by schools, there was a nearly even split between the use of schools’ own financial resources 
(such as cash, loans, or bonds) (6%) and the use of grants, donations, or government funds (7%) as the 
primary financing type.
 
Schools have predominantly relied on some form of third-party ownership, which typically requires 
little-to-no upfront costs and no maintenance of the array during the term of the agreement. For 
projects where financing data were available, 87% of cumulative solar capacity was financed 
primarily through third-party financing structures, such as power purchase agreements (PPAs), 
leases, energy service agreements, and subscriptions to off-site community solar. This compares with 
a 79% share of third-party ownership at the end of 2019. 

The reliance on third-party ownership is more evident when projects are broken out by solar capacity. 
For projects over 50 kilowatts (kW) in capacity, 79% were funded primarily through third-party 
ownership. In contrast, for projects under 50 kW in capacity, 80% were funded primarily with grants 
and donations. The use of grants and donations climbs to 89% for smaller systems and for demonstra-
tion projects under 15 kW in size. Grants and government funds do play an important role in larger 
projects as a secondary or tertiary funding source. For projects owned by third parties, these addi-
tional funds help bring down the costs for the solar developer and the customer.

Funding the Switch to Solar

HOW K-12 SCHOOLS PAY FOR SOLAR
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Impact of State Policy on Solar Adoption

The most common model that schools use to fund a solar energy system through third-party own-
ership is a power purchase agreement, or PPA. A PPA is a financing arrangement in which a solar 
developer funds, owns, and maintains the solar energy system for a set period, often ranging from 10 
to 25 years. In a PPA, the school district pays for the energy produced by the solar system, usually at a 
lower rate than what the district previously paid to the utility for electricity.

With a PPA financing structure, schools typically see immediate energy savings that increase over 
time as the utility’s electricity rates rise. The benefits of a PPA include receiving stable and low-cost 
solar-powered electricity with little-to-no upfront capital costs or ongoing maintenance.

Currently, 30 states plus Washington, D.C. and Puerto Rico have policies that allow third-party 
ownership of solar through PPAs. These states have an average of 16 times more cumulative solar 
capacity at K-12 schools than states that disallow PPAs or have unclear policies. States that allow 
PPAs make up 98% of the cumulative solar capacity at all K-12 schools, while the remaining 
20 states without PPAs contribute only 2%. 

CREDITS: DSIRE, GENERATION180

STATE POLICIES ON THIRD-PARTY POWER PURCHASE AGREEMENTS FOR SOLAR
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New Federal Policies Supporting Solar Adoption

Significant federal funds for K-12 schools to invest in clean energy have not been available since the 
implementation of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. However, a new wave of 
federal funds is expected to be available for energy upgrades at public schools. In April 2022, the 
Biden-Harris Action Plan for Building Better School Infrastructure was announced, and the admin-
istration launched a $500 million grant program for energy upgrades at public schools nationwide 
that was created by the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (also known as the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law).7 

The grant funding will be distributed through competitive grants offered by the U.S. Department of 
Energy over a five-year period until funds are expended. Eligible projects include energy efficiency 
improvements, renewable energy improvements, and the installation of infrastructure for alter-
native-fueled vehicles at public school facilities. Projects will be prioritized for funding if they are 
located at rural and high-poverty schools and if they leverage additional private, philanthropic, and 
public funding.

The Inflation Reduction Act, passed in August 2022, enabled a historic $369 billion federal invest-
ment in energy security and climate change. The law allocated $50 million in funding to help schools 
monitor and reduce their air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions; of this amount, $37.5 million 
will be distributed to schools in low-income and disadvantaged communities. Schools in disadvan-
taged communities will also be eligible to apply for Environmental and Climate Justice Block Grants. 
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) will distribute $3 billion for projects that include 
zero-emission resilient technologies and related infrastructure, climate resiliency, and workforce 
development tied to greenhouse gas reduction. 

The Inflation Reduction Act also created a new financial incentive for schools to purchase and own 
solar energy and battery storage systems through direct ownership. Beginning in 2023, schools and 
other tax-exempt entities will be able to access the newly expanded Investment Tax Credit. For the 
next 10 years, schools can receive a direct payment of 30% of the cost of solar energy and battery 
storage projects. This incentive may be combined with the new grants created by these two laws to 
significantly reduce the upfront costs for schools that want to directly own their systems. 

NEOCITY ACADEMY, FIRST ZERO-ENERGY K-12 SCHOOL IN FLORIDA | ORLANDO, FL | CREDIT: MARK HERBOTH
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Title I 
Targeted Assistance Program

Eligible schools must have at least 5% of the school-age 
population come from low-income families. The financial 
assistance is used to directly support the lowest-
achieving students.

What is a Title I Eligible School? 
Title I, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act provides financial 
assistance to schools and local education agencies that serve a population with 
a high percentage of students from low-income families.8 The National Center for 
Education Statistics categorizes all public schools based on their eligibility for 
two types of Title I programs:

Title I 
Schoolwide Program

Eligible schools must have at least 40% of the school-age 
population come from low-income families. The financial 
assistance is used to support all students in meeting state 
academic standards. 

Equitable Access to Solar 

Disadvantaged and under-resourced communities have often been left behind 
in the country’s transition to clean energy. However, this report found that 
schools in low-income communities have been able to access solar technology 
and are contributing greatly to the growth of solar adoption by schools nation-
wide. Around half of the country’s public schools with solar are eligible for the 
Title I Schoolwide Program, indicating that at least 40% of students are from 
low- income families. 

Half of all public 
schools with solar 
serve low-income 
communities

The availability of funding options that lower the required upfront capital cost has been critical for these schools to be  
able to access clean energy. States that allow the use of third-party ownership have, on average, triple the number of Title I 
-eligible schools with solar than states with unclear policies or bans on third-party ownership. In states where access to 
third-party ownership is not an option, schools are more reliant on grants and donations to be able to fund clean energy 
projects.

Under-resourced communities stand to benefit the most from the energy cost savings and educational benefits that 
going solar can provide, and more can be done to increase access to clean energy for all schools. Over half of the country’s 
public schools meet the low-income requirements of the Title I Schoolwide Program,9 yet only 8% of public schools have 
gone solar. There is still an accessibility gap to close with increased funding opportunities, assistance for schools with 
overburdened staff to navigate the process, and policies that give schools more financial incentives. The recently passed 
Bipartisan Infrastructure Law and the Inflation Reduction Act will move the country in the right direction by prioritizing 
low-income, rural, and environmental justice communities in its programs and funding for schools.
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