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Introduction: Young People and Climate Change Education

Academic work on Climate Change Education (CCE) recognises that there are many challenges faced
by educators regarding effective strategies and approaches to its delivery. Reflecting the nascent
nature of CCE and associated research on the topic, there has been an increase in the amount of
academic work addressing CCE and what it might look like (Cutter-Mackenzie and Rousell, 2019;
Lehtonen, 2019; Munroe et al., 2017; Rushton et al., 2023). What is evident from debate to date is
that there is no one clear definitive understanding of CCE. What emerges instead are a myriad of
approaches and practices developed and adapted for CCE with children and young people (for
example, Stevenson et al., 2017; O’Flaherty and Liddy, 2018; McCloskey, 2016; Mc Cormack and
O’Flaherty, 2010; Benavot, 2014; Chang, 2015; Armstrong et al., 2018). Recent contributions to CCE
research have explored issues around curriculum design (Rawling, 2020; Mitchell, 2023) and delivery
(Fuchs, 2023), acknowledging subaltern voices and the role that CCE has played in maintaining globally
unequal representations of CC and climate impact (Williams, 2021). In pointing towards the
subjugated nature of Global South voices in CC and CCE debate, Williams’ work (2021) reflects well
established calls within children and young people’s geographies to re-centre research design and
focus on the voice of the marginal child / young person (in the context of children’s geographies
examples exploring voice include: Ansell, 2016; Cahill, 2007; Horton, 2008; in the context of young
people’s voice and CCE examples include: Cutter-Mackenzie and Rousell, 2019; Rousell and Cutter-
Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020).

In the context of young people and CCE, much of this body of work advocates for the development of
key skills to equip children and young people in their engagement with climate change topics. Skills
include critical thinking, problem solving, analytical skills, solution-oriented skills, creative skills and
the development of empathy (Fuchs, 2023; Bryan, 2020; Cantell et al., 2019; Donnelly Hall, 2015;
Hohle and Bengtsson, 2023; O’Flaherty and Liddy, 2018; McCloskey, 2016; McCormack and O’Flaherty,
2010). The skills in relation to climate change are identified as connected and underpinned by
understanding, knowledge, values, attitudes and behaviours (Benavot, 2014; Chang, 2015), providing
a broad range of learning opportunities to support CCE (Armstrong et al., 2018). What requires further
consideration in the context of this burgeoning area of research then, is a focus on the voice of young
people and how their experience of CCE might inform future pedagogic directions. To that end, this
paper outlines the CCE experiences of young people aged 15 — 18 participating in the CCC-CATAPULT
project (Challenging the Climate Crisis: Children’s Agency to Tackle Policy Underpinned by Learning
for Transformation) (full title) in Bristol (UK), Galway (Ireland), Genoa (Italy), and Tampere (Finland).
Drawing together the perspectives of participating young people living in Europe, the paper outlines
common tropes pointing towards opportunities to improve and develop CCE.

The CCC-CATAPULT project examines young people’s experiences of and learning about the climate
crisis. The project incorporates a mixed methods approach, and includes a co-productive ethos (for a
discussion on this see Portus et al. forthcoming), with young people working as co-researchers with
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academics to explore the climate crisis and CCE from the perspective of young people. Data for this
Spotlight piece stems from a series of 21 focus groups (conducted in 2022) engaging over 100 young
people across (mostly) schools in the four project partner locations. The themes engaged as part of
these focus groups were broad and are distilled into eight key recommendations for future
developments within, and iterations of, CCE. The recommendations draw across the cumulative data
to explore the commonly held views and experiences of CCE presented through the voice of young
people. Introducing each recommendation are the words of young people, provided to ground the
ideas presented in the reality of youth experience. What makes this paper distinct then, is its focus on
the voice of young people as a transformative medium for how we think about, develop resources for,
implement, and deliver CCE in schools and beyond®.

Young People’s Recommendations for Future Climate Change Education:

Learnings from focus groups with young people on CCE are distilled into eight key actionable
recommendations. It is important to note that many of the points raised are intertwined in nuanced
and complicated ways, and that no single recommendation is mutually exclusive, but inherently
interconnected.

o “It[Climate Change] is talked about, but not that much. Maybe a bit superficially, that is. So, in my
opinion the message doesn't even get through to everyone, | mean not completely. | mean |
wouldn't feel able to explain it to a person.” (Clara?, Genova).

“We are just sitting on the chairs a couple of hours and, like, it does not educate us any further
from what was our starting point”. (Tapio, Tampere).

Young people recommended that CCE be taught more effectively and with greater depth in
schools. Despite believing that schools have a responsibility® to deliver CCE, young people were
unhappy with the CCE that they received. This dissatisfaction with existing school-based CCE was
communicated by young people across all focus groups, from all four partner locations, with young
people identifying the current curricula as over-reliant on lecture-based learning (akin to
knowledge transfer) which felt burdensome and ineffective.

¢ "In my opinion, by doing more activities we would also be more involved”. (Sonia, Genova).

“I think what the problem is that we are given what the problem is we are told what the problem
is, we are told what climate change is, we are not told how to fix it or what we can do. You are
told about all the doom and gloom about how climate change is going to kill us and that is kind
of it”. (Emer, Galway).

L1t is important to note here that young people also pointed towards the influence of more informal learning
contexts for the purpose of CCE, however that is beyond the scope of this Spotlight piece.

2 To protect the identity of participating young people pseudonyms are used throughout the paper in line with
research ethics guidelines of each partner university.

3 This responsibility is also enshrined (to varying degrees) in the national curriculum of each partner country.
The focus here, however, is on the voice and experience of young people.



Young people recommended that CCE should take a more practical approach to develop their
understanding of the climate crisis beyond the abstract and theoretical. A more applied approach
to learning was perceived to have multiple benefits; these included: better learning experiences
coupled with better understandings; enhanced capacity to act and tackle the climate crisis; an
opportunity to lessen the sense of eco-anxiety through increasing young people’s agency.

“One is told 'this will happen’ but then one is not provided with a way to do something”. (Noa,
Genova).

“[Climate Change education] was all just focused on like what climate change is and not like ways
we can help to prevent and or reduce it and stuff like that”. (Chloe, Bristol).

Following from a practical approach, young people recommended that CCE take a solution-
orientated approach. They felt in its current guise CCE failed to offer a way forward or
opportunities for action. A solution-orientated approach was identified as positive in making the
burden of having to tackle climate crisis less intimidating for young people, equipping them to
better navigate an uncertain climate future.

“I'm surrounded by a group of young people who are interested in climate change, yet if you give
a class a forty-five minute lecture on climate change, many of them start to take deep breaths[...]
it's not a matter of 'Let's learn about it!", but it's more like 'Are we talking about this same thing
again?' So it [Climate Change Education] should somehow get young people excited about it. And
then perhaps this could be reached with a new approach.” (Aada, Tampere).

Young people recommended that more time at school be given to the delivery of CCE, but to do
so effectively, significant changes would be required to reduce the amount of repetition in CCE
content. Young people acknowledged the constraints faced by educators in light of an ever
expanding and changing curriculum but felt strongly that time should be included in the school
day to encourage, support and develop climate action capacities. The repetitive nature of some
CCE was critiqued as desensitising, disengaging and uninteresting, even to those young people
who are interested in the topic.

“I think that [learning to communicate with adults] would be helpful because | think it can be very
easy for young people to be convinced that they're just being rude and stuff like when they know
they're not. So maybe yeabh, it'd be like good to teach them different ways and explaining it and
making sure that they don't sound disrespectful”. (Ashley, Bristol).

Young people recommended that they would benefit from being taught appropriate
communication skills so they were sufficiently equipped to engage in dialogue with adults and
their peers about climate crisis.

“You enter school at the age of 5 or 6 and if you learn from the very beginning, in the future maybe
you can already have the mindset of living in a more sustainable way and respecting the
environment. Just naturally. As if it were just an everyday, natural thing”. (Clara, Genova).



Young people recommended that there is a need to introduce climate change to students from a
younger age. This was perceived as a strategy to lessen eco-anxiety, promote sustainable
lifestyles, and ease the transition into advanced learning on climate crisis.

e “You’'d care about your town before you’d care about Antarctic or something like that. Cause like
we actually live there. Start with the community and then you can build it on to the country and
the continent and then the entire world”. (Oscar, Galway).

“Making it so they realise it’s not happening in foreign countries [...] But it happens to England [...]
it happens to them right now. There were landslides, there were like hurricanes. You just don’t hear
about them”. (Erin, Bristol).

Young people recommend that CCE draws from local and national examples, to demonstrate the
importance and urgency of the climate crisis. Young people felt that many consider the climate
crisis to be a distant issue, one that does not impact them directly, either geographically or
temporally. As a result, young people believe that CCE should address this misconception by
providing young people with examples relating to places they are in proximity and/or familiar
with.

e “The fact that someone comes to us and talks to us about something that needs to be changed,
even though they don't know what they're talking about in the first place. They have read the same
stuff as we are and then they try to convince us. But then when we have questions, they don't know
how to answer them and that makes it really frustrating, it's like a waste of time”. (Leo, Tampere).

“If they had training days where they actually learned something. But | know a few teachers and
they say that that’s the biggest waste of time they do nothing for the day. You've got to change
the entire education system in Ireland and that would be good. Start from the top and work your
way down”. (Rory, Galway).

Young people recommended that educators receive necessary training and continuing
professional development to support their knowledge of the climate crisis and enhance their
capacity to teach and enter dialogue on the subject. Young people expressed concern at a
perceived lack of knowledge and interest in climate change education on the part of some
educators. Though the vital supporting role of the teacher was identified, young people voiced
dissatisfaction with the lack of appropriate training being made available to teaching staff.

Implications for CCE Teaching and Research

Reflecting on young people’s recommendations for more effective CCE, there emerges a need for a
distinct shift in research approaches, investigating this rapidly evolving territory. We do not advocate
for an abandonment of CCE research written by pedagogues for pedagogues. Instead, we argue for
balance and the need to recognise young people’s agency and capacity to reflect and communicate
pedagogic experience, thus contributing valuable young learner insight to CCE debates. This shift then
draws equally on pedagogic expertise AND the voice of young people to inform future CCE debates.
Despite diverse research contexts, the recommendations identified by young people in different



cultural settings offer striking similarity and, if taken seriously, provide a blueprint for what future
transformative CCE might look like.

Reference List:
Ansell, N. (2016) Children, youth and development. Routledge.

Armstrong, A. K., Krasny, M. E. and Schuldt, J. P. (2018) Communicating climate change: A guide for
educators. Ithaca, NY: Comstock Publishing Associates.

Benavot, A. (2014) ‘Education for sustainable development in primary and secondary
education’. Background paper prepared for the DESD unit at UNESCO headquarters, Paris, France.

Bryan, A. (2020) ‘Affective pedagogies: Foregrounding emotion in climate change education’, Policy
and Practice: A Development Education Review, 30, pp. 8-30.

Cahill, C. (2007) ‘Doing Research with Young People: Participatory Research and the Rituals of
Collective Work’, Children's Geographies, 5(3), pp. 297-312. DOI: 10.1080/14733280701445895

Cantell, H., Tolppanen, S., Aarnio-Linnanvuori, E. and Lehtonen, A. (2019) ‘Bicycle model on climate
change education: presenting and evaluating a model’, Environmental Education Research, 25(5), pp.
717-731. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2019.1570487

Chang, C. H. (2015) ‘Teaching Climate Change — A Fad or a Necessity?’, International Research in
Geographical and Environmental Education, 24(3), pp. 181-183.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2015.1043763

Cutter-Mackenzie, A., and Rousell, D. (2019) ‘Education for what? Shaping the field of climate change
education with children and young people as co-researchers’, Children's Geographies, 17(1), pp. 90-
104. https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2018.1467556

Donnelly Hall, S. (2015) ‘Learning to imagine the future: The value of affirmative speculation in climate
change education’, Resilience: A Journal of the Environmental Humanities, 2(2).
doi:10.5250/resilience.2.2.004

Fuchs, T.T. (2023) ‘A framework for climate change education in critical geography’, Geography,
108(2), pp. 95-100. DOI: 10.1080/00167487.2023.2217632

Hohle, J. V. and Bengtsson, S. L. (2023) ‘A didactic toolkit for climate change educators: lessons from
constructive journalism for emotionally sensitive and democratic content design’, Environmental
Education Research, pp. 1 —19. DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2023.2182746

Horton, J. (2008) ‘A ‘sense of failure’? Everydayness and research ethics’, Children's Geographies, 6(4),
pp. 363 — 383.

Lehtonen, A., Salonen, A.O., Cantell, H. (2019) ‘Climate Change Education: A New Approach for a
World of Wicked Problems’ in Cook, J.W. (ed) Sustainability, Human Well-Being, and the Future of
Education. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78580-6_11

McCloskey, S. (2016) ‘Are We Changing the World? Development Education, Activism and Social
Change’, Policy and Practice: A Development Education Review. 22, pp. 110-130.


https://doi.org/10.1080/14733280701445895
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2019.1570487
https://doi.org/10.1080/10382046.2015.1043763
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2018.1467556
https://doi.org/10.1080/00167487.2023.2217632

McCormack, O. and O’Flaherty, J. (2010) ‘An Examination of Pre-service Teachers’ Attitudes towards
the Inclusion of Development Education into Irish Post-primary Schools’, Teaching and Teacher
Education: An International Journal of Research and Studies, 26(6), pp.1332-1339.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].tate.2010.02.008

Mitchell, D. (2023) ““Teaching for Sustainable Futures’: a research-informed professional development
course’, Geography, 108(3), pp. 147-151, DOI: 10.1080/00167487.2023.2260223

Monroe, M. C., Plate, R. R., Oxarart, A., Bowers, A. and Chaves, W. A. (2019) ‘Identifying effective
climate change education strategies: A systematic review of the research’, Environmental Education
Research, 25(6), pp. 791 — 812. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1360842

O’Flaherty, J. and Liddy, M. (2018) ‘The impact of development education and education for
sustainable development interventions: a synthesis of the research’, Environmental Education
Research, 24(7), pp. 1031 — 1049. https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1392484

Portus, R., Williams, S.J., Mansikka-aho, A., Reilly, K., Aarnio-Linnanvuori, E., de Vito, L., Dillon, B., Fahy,
F., Gnecco, I., Palla, A., Sposito, S. and McEwen, L. (forthcoming) ‘Reflections on co-productive
research in a youth-focused climate education project’, Geographical Research.

Rawling, E.(2020)‘How and why national curriculum frameworks are failing
geography’, Geography, 105(2), pp. 69 — 77. DOI: 10.1080/00167487.2020.12094091

Rousell, D. and Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, A. (2020) ‘A systematic review of climate change
education: Giving children and young people a ‘voice’ and a ‘hand’ in redressing climate
change’, Children's Geographies, 18(2), pp. 191 — 208.

Rushton, E.A.C., Sharp, S., Kitson, A. and Walshe, N. (2023) ‘Reflecting on Climate Change Education
Priorities in Secondary Schools in England: Moving beyond Learning about Climate Change to the
Emotions of Living with Climate Change’, Sustainability, [online] 15(8), p. 6497.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15086497

Stevenson, R. B., Nicholls, J., and Whitehouse, H. (2017) ‘What is climate change education?’,
Curriculum Perspectives, 37, pp. 67-71. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-017-0015-9

Williams, J. (2021) ‘The colour of climate change: making the racial injustice of climate change
visible’, Geography, 106(3), pp. 136 — 142. DOI: 10.1080/00167487.2021.1970928



https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2010.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/00167487.2023.2260223
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1360842
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1392484
https://doi.org/10.1080/00167487.2020.12094091
https://doi.org/10.3390/su15086497
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41297-017-0015-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/00167487.2021.1970928

