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Why research climate action
education?

COP26 was a landmark moment for the promotion of
climate action through education — setting the stage for
the first discussion between environmental ministers
and educators from around the world?, with this
dialogue continuing at COP27.2 Educators and other
stakeholders in young people’s futures have continued
to mobilise and promote education’s vital role as a
climate change solution — working with and for young
people towards a sustainable future.

o How does the role of teachers as climate
educators work in practice, in classrooms
around the world?

e What are the challenges faced, and how are
they overcome?

e  Which approaches appear to be working for
educators already engaged with climate action
in their communities?

e What else is needed to ensure effective climate
action education?

Asking the experts

Shift Sustainability partnered with Take Action Global
and EARTHDAY.ORG to research answers to the
guestions above. In-depth interviews with 14 climate
change educators and experts from 10 countries
informed the design of a global survey conducted in
October 2022, which returned 1,012 useable responses
from 38 countries. Survey respondents included
classroom teachers, department heads, principals and
librarians, as well as those working in educator roles in
wider organisations, including nature centres and
government departments around the world.?

1 See: ukcop26.org/co-chairs-conclusions-of-education-and-
environment-ministers-summit-at-cop26 [Accessed January
2023]

2 See: schoolsweek.co.uk/cop27-sealing-educations-role-in-
climate-action [Accessed January 2023]
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Key themes uncovered

The responses uncovered five key themes, which are
explored in this report:

1) Inconsistent climate education terminology
creates barriers to collaboration.

2) Where teachers have control, they can
overcome challenges — but they need more
help to go further.

3) Educators need more support from local and
national policymakers.

4) Innovative approaches are needed to motivate
students and young people.

5) Parents and the wider community play a key
supporting role.

3 This thematic report is supported by a question-by-question
deck, available on request, including charts for each question
and commentary on the statistically significant differences
uncovered in the research. A technical report is also available
on the Shift Sustainability website. See: shift-
sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/
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1 Inconsistent climate education terminology creates barriers to
collaboration

The use of terminology around ‘climate action
education’® tended to vary by country, role or setting.
Schools were significantly more likely to use the term
‘climate action’, while universities and colleges were
more likely to favour ‘education for sustainable
development’. People working in roles outside of
schools — for example, climate action education
specialists — were more likely to use ‘climate literacy’,
‘environmental stewardship’ or ‘nature stewardship’.

Usage also differed by country, with
‘environmental stewardship’ significantly more
likely with respondents in the US (55%) than in
the UK (14%). In the open comments, a range of
other terms were suggested, including ‘justice’,
‘awareness’, ‘emergency’, ‘citizen’, ‘global’ and
‘social’.

This array of terminology may cause issues when
communicating about climate education. The
interchangeable use of various terms (depending on
role, subject or context) indicates a cognitive barrier
both among and between learners and educators, while
the lack of a common vocabulary likely creates further
hurdles for those learning to teach new areas. More
widely, language differences between countries may
hinder global collaboration across organisations or
governments.

Looking to the future

Educators in our survey stressed the importance of communication and collaboration within and between schools,
and across the education sector. They were keen to promote dialogue and develop a common vocabulary — by
sharing resources and creating a community beyond their own settings. Respondents wanted to achieve this via

4 We used the term ‘climate action education’ throughout this research, which is also employed by our research partner, Take
Action Global.

5> Note that the likelihood of these respondents using the term ‘climate action’ may have been increased by the participation of
schools involved in Take Action Global initiatives.
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social media, especially Twitter and WhatsApp, while climate educator webinars were also valued as a way to meet
new groups and share approaches.

Where connections had been made, educators reflected in open responses that the most useful collaborative
outcomes were generated through:

e Gaining professional .. . .
&P . “Join in social network programs, attend webinars or
development training.

o Accepting help frommore  contact educators to get involved in gaining knowledge

experienced colleagues. about climate action education.”
o Allowing students to hear

from experts in the field. Classroom teacher, Secondary/High school, South America

However, nearly half (46%) of

respondents cited a lack of

available or suitable resources as a

major challenge, suggesting that these approaches could be more often employed and promoted to drive
communication and collaboration, as well as building community.

e

Continuing the conversation

How can we align how we talk about climate education, so that it drives communication and collaboration?
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2 Where teachers have control, they can overcome challenges — but
they need more help to go further

80% of participants selected ‘classroom teachers’ as most
involved in climate action education at their workplace, while
55% selected children/young people. Classroom teachers were
seen as its champions, often above senior leadership teams,
which likely reflects the concentration of climate action
education happening at a class or subject level. Teachers
themselves were aware of this too, pointing to a potential
disconnect between those ‘on the ground’ and school leaders:
teachers (including class teachers and course/curriculum
leaders) were significantly less likely than other participants to
think that senior leadership were involved in any way in climate
action education (24%). In addition, more than half of all
participants who stated any experience or knowledge of climate
education said they would like to see more action from
principals and school leaders (53%).

lise, EMS

ohn Irwi.

Classroom teachers’ resourcefulness and initiative was demonstrated in a range of ways:

e Creating innovative approaches to motivate learners to remain engaged in climate action education projects.
e Identifying and incorporating open education resources and tools on the subject to overcome challenges
around resource availability.

e Seeking out professional development “[We need] adequate training on climate education
opportunities to fill gaps in knowledge or  and how best it [can] be integrated into the
experience. curriculum. Access to the relevant

Some challenges remained harder to tackle. ‘Lack  agencies/organizations committed to the same goal
of time in the school day” was the most cited for collaboration, outreach... and projects. [A]

challenge for educators (58% said they had
personally faced it), which suggests a prevailing
view of climate action education as an extra to education...”

be ‘fitin’. . "
Classroom teacher, Primary school, Africa

blueprint for actualizing the climate action

Looking to the future

Facilitating a more integrated, joined-up, school-
wide approach was seen as vital to the success of
climate initiatives. We saw a strong demand for
climate education to be built into the curriculum
across subject areas and to be legislated as a
requirement by governments.

While many were overcoming challenges in the
classroom, there was still wide demand for:

e Additional resources and training to deliver
climate action education, across grade
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levels and the curriculum — not just in ‘traditional’ climate subjects like geography and science, but wider
subjects, such as the arts, languages, humanities and STEM (science, technology, engineering and
mathematics).

e Professional support providing clear guidance on delivery materials.

e Increased access to high-quality materials (particularly for students with specific learning or language needs
and for home use).

e Place-based lesson materials that focus on the local environment.

2 ]

Continuing the conversation

What can collaboration and unity within a school look like? What is possible in school-to-school sharing and
exchange?
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3 Educators need more support from local and national policymakers

The promotion of climate action education nationally — and building it into
formal education — was seen as the most effective way that wider stakeholders
and organisations could support climate action education. Just under three-
quarters (71%) of the sample wanted to see more promotion of climate
education on a national level. However, educators don’t see this happening,
with only 5% believing that support from government was currently effective.
Lack of interest from local policymakers was cited as a challenge — and one that
educators were least able to overcome. This seems to be a wasted opportunity:

Looking to the future

58% of respondents wanted support
from policymakers to integrate climate
action education into the assessed
curriculum, while some school
educators expressed a desire in open
comments for it to be accepted as a
‘proper subject’ — both by national
curricula and society. Others promoted
the idea of integrating climate

action education into all areas of the
curriculum, rather than as a separate
subject.

Finally, almost all survey participants
expressed the need for financial support.
This was mainly related to resources, but
some educators expressed a desire to be
compensated for their extra work beyond
contracted hours, again signalling climate

action education as an ‘extra’ subject area.

-2

the NGO and government personnel who answered our survey were likely to
see themselves as experts and thought leaders in climate education — putting
them in an ideal position to support educators.

Nevertheless, these participants, working in government departments or NGOs
faced their own challenges around generating buy-in. They were significantly
more likely than others to report challenges with a lack of interest from local
policymakers (58%), lack of buy-in on the importance of climate action
education (64%), issues with balancing global vs. local (40%) and political
pressure (26%).

“Build in climate action philosophy into your
educational techniques and tools from the very
beginning, or at least make some connections
between it and what you teach in your lessons.”

Classroom teacher, Secondary/high school, Asia

“Real, authentic commitment from the
local/national authorities to support and encourage
climate action. More visible campaigns from
international NGOs and organizations targeting
local issues would bring the necessity of climate
action home to parents and local communities. As a
result, delivering climate action education would no
longer be perceived as a ‘waste of time’ or, worse,
as a fanciful topic.”

Classroom teacher, Secondary/high school, Europe

Continuing the conversation

What types of activities can bring together educators, school leaders and policymakers to share perspectives and

ideas?
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4 Innovative approaches are needed to motivate students and young
people

“Find out the interests and experiences of
your students on this subject. Approximately
25-35% of my students have asthma, so |
started there. Make your lessons culturally
responsive by addressing how climate
change affects them. Empower students by
showing them what they can do about it and
engaging them in project-based learning.
Students find microplastics interesting. | also
teach the circular economy for
entrepreneurship”

Educational Consultant, North America

Motivating young people was also seen as a barrier, with 23% of respondents citing it as a challenge. Teachers who
successfully motivated their students tended to do so when the topic was embedded in subjects outside the
traditional ‘climate’ areas of science or geography. In open comments, respondents saw opportunities for
integration into subjects like computer science, design, languages and literacy, as well as school facilities and
operations. In closed responses, most of those who had used the following approaches thought they were effective:

e Literacy/storytelling projects (88%).

e Nature/environmental projects (87%).

e  Cultural projects (87%).

e Sustainable practices / infrastructure
programmes (85%).°

Teachers found the most motivating forms of education were cross-curriculum projects with real-life impact that
allowed climate action education to be present in students’ everyday lives.

“Evidence and data... allow them to draw their own conclusions. Do not offer hope or
despair, allow them to be guided by the data and evidence they see, this then drives them
into action.”

Classroom teacher, Secondary/high school, North America

6 Percentages refer to the proportion of those using each approach who reported them as effective in teaching climate action
education: Literacy/storytelling projects (27% had used them; 88% of these thought them effective); Nature/environmental
projects (62% had used them; 88% of these thought them effective); Cultural projects (22% had used them; 87% of these
thought them effective); Sustainable practices / infrastructure programmes (28% had used them; 85% of these thought them
effective).
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Looking to the future

Respondents also stressed the importance of encouraging student self-motivation.

In secondary schools, educators
mentioned focusing on project-
based learning, setting
challenges for students, and
encouraging them to embrace
accountability and a sense of
personal responsibility.

Similarly, in primary schools,
teachers expressed the need for
the topic to be made ‘fun’ to
increase student motivation.
Many talked about the importance
of stories and books in classrooms,
as well as activities that were
based on agency, positivity, and
empowerment.

2

“...As an educator our job is not to teach what to think but
rather how to think. We expose students to rich, diverse
content, give them the skills and space to explore and
respond, help them pose good questions... Make a mess.
Let students make a mess. Let them find their way. Be real.
Don't give up.”

Classroom teacher, Secondary/high school, North

Continuing the conversation

How can we better incorporate the ideas of young people into practice? How do they prefer to be asked and then

share their responses?
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5 Parents and the wider community play a key supporting role

40% of educators said parents were already involved in
climate action education where they worked.
However, nearly half of all respondents (48%) also felt
that parents could offer more support.

Overall, parents were seen as receptive to
encouragement towards further involvement.
Nonetheless, some educators (13%) felt that getting
parents on board with climate action education could
be challenging. Of these, most said they were able to
overcome this barrier and succeed in engaging and
involving parents, with solutions often focused on
initiatives that reached out to the community beyond
the immediate school and students’ families.

“Find ONE thing that you deem to be a problem in
your local area. Discuss this with the children and get
them to come up with ways to solve the problem —
These initiatives involving collaboration along the way ask them HOW they will do it — get
with the local community were seen to th ¢ | ¢ ¢ le that
help bridge the gap between school and €m to hame places 1o get resources, peopie tha
home, while engaging parents. they will ask/speak to/places that they will go to. It

Community groups often support climate has to be real and doable.”

initiatives, and working with organisations

that parents may also be involved in Head of subject/Course Coordinator,
allows educators to draw connections Primary school, Africa
with students beyond the classroom.

Place-based learning and local knowledge

were also seen as important ways of “[We need] concrete actions of support from

grounding climate education in students colleagues, the community, the government.”
day-to-day lives, which can be a key

student motivator. Classroom teacher, Primary school, Europe

Looking to the future

e

Continuing the conversation

How can we ensure parents know they are invited into the cause of climate action education?
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Key findings — learning from experienced practitioners

Participants felt that climate action education was effective when they:

Sought out initiatives and professional training opportunities to boost their skills and knowledge.

Used Twitter, WhatsApp, webinars and other digital tools to create resource-sharing networks of educators
in local areas.

Brought climate action education into a range of subject contexts, including literacy and storytelling, as well
as in nature and environment, cultural projects and hands-on infrastructure programmes.

Conducted projects that reached outside the classroom to involve senior teams and administrator roles, and
further outwards to parents and the local community.

Related climate action education to students’ lives, interests and local areas to generate engagement.
Introduced challenges and personal accountability to projects to drive motivation.

Kept it fun via storytelling and activities based on positivity and empowerment.

Provided data and evidence, and empowering students to generate their own, so they can come up with
their own answers.

Drove involvement in parent/community groups to bridge the gap between educators and parents.

Key findings — motivating and supporting climate educators

Educators wanted more support in these areas:

Finding ways to generate a common vocabulary around climate action education, breaking down linguistic
barriers to collaboration.

Increased opportunities to engage in professional development and professional learning experiences.
Professional support in creating high-quality resources to use in lessons.

Access to high-quality resources produced by educators and non-educators, including resources designed for
home use and local contexts.

Increased involvement of senior leaders and wider staff in school settings, building to a ‘whole-school’
approach.’

Support from parents and community organisations to generate local momentum in partnership with
schools.

Access to networks of experts in climate action, both inside and outside education.

Lobbying of local and national governments to include climate action education as part of the curriculum.
Acceptance of climate action education as part of the curriculum from local and national governments, and
guidance on embedding this within lesson plans for all subjects.

Increased funding ringfenced for climate action education.

Action across all areas of society towards culture change, embedding climate action education as a core part
of young people’s education.

7 The concept of a ‘whole-school approach' is widely debated. For examples, see:
unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000246740; greenprogress.eu/whole-school-approach/; nga.org.uk/getmedia/42a15743-

7a17-4dfb-b153-804e5f26b5a2/nga-environmental-sustainability-20211104.pdf
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About the research partnership

This project was developed as a partnership between teams at Shift Sustainability, Take Action Global and
EARTHDAY.ORG. This report was authored by Jenny Kedros and Jessica Taylor at Shift Sustainability, with close
collaboration from Jennifer Williams and Matthew Aruch at Take Action Global and EARTHDAY.ORG.

Thanks to Hila Davies, who generously provided her time conducting initial expert interviews, plus analysing and
reporting on open responses from the survey, to Maria Jose Gordillo and Maya Revell who supported on conducting
the initial interviews, and to Apara Behar at Shift Sustainability, who coded and finalised the survey. Finally, much
gratitude to the global community of educators and stakeholders for their thoughtful participation in the research.

The photos used in the report are credited to Take Action Global educators from Cambodia, Kenya, the United States
and Taiwan.

Shift Sustainability is a UK-based market and social research agency with a global reach — experts in speaking to
diverse audiences about education and sustainability to develop research and generate insight in these areas. One of
the first B Corp market research agencies in the UK, Shift is passionate about using its twin specialisms of education
and sustainability to work on collaborative projects that make an impact in addressing the climate emergency.

Visit www.shift-sustainability.co.uk or contact Jenny Kedros, Research and Insights Director at: jenny.kedros@shift-
insight.co.uk

Take Action Global is a leading non-profit organisation committed to climate education for all and equitable learning
opportunities for global educators and K-12 students. The organization has served over 3,400,000 students and
educators from 152 countries through online learning programs and has supported over 83,000 tree plantings.
Programs include Climate Action Project, Climate Action Schools and Climate Action Day. Learn more at:
www.takeactionglobal.org or contact Jennifer Williams, EdD Co-Executive Director at:
jennifer@takeactionglobal.org.

EARTHDAY.ORG’s mission is to diversify, educate and activate the environmental movement worldwide. Growing
out of the first Earth Day (1970), EARTHDAY.ORG is the world’s largest recruiter to the environmental movement.
Today, over 1 billion people in more than 192 countries participate in Earth Day activities each year. Learn more at:
https://www.earthday.org or contact EARTHDAY.ORG Global Education: education@earthday.org.
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