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How can climate change secondary education respond to the needs
of young people?

Key messages:

* Young people recognise the urgency of the climate crisis and the need for societal action,
but they lack agency.
— Climate education should equip all pupils with the knowledge and confidence to take
meaningful climate action in their personal, civic, and professional lives.

* Young people hold misconceptions about the impact of some climate-related actions.
— Climate education should correct misconceptions, ensuring students can make
informed decisions about climate action now and in the future.

¢ Older pupils are more sceptical about others’ willingness to act and are less hopeful about
the future, compared to younger pupils.

— Climate education should be embedded across the secondary curriculum. It should
include real-world examples of action being taken by individuals, communities,
businesses, and the Government to show that responsibility is shared and that
meaningful change is possible.

CAST is a global hub for understanding the crucial role that people play

. in fighting climate change. The CAST team is based across five UK
Centre f.or Climate Chon.ge institutions, including the University of Bath (our centre hub), the
and Social Transformations S T , _
University of Manchester, the University of East Anglia and Cardiff

University, as well as the charity Climate Outreach.



Introduction

This briefing is intended as a resource for policymakers and practitioners working in education.

Effective climate change education is essential in ensuring the public is engaged with the net zero
transition, now and in the future. Young people understand the severity of the climate crisis and
the need for urgent action to tackle it. They are well placed to be champions of sustainability, and
many may take up green jobs in the future.

Climate education in secondary schools can not only support the development of young people’s
environmental knowledge and skills but also protect their resilience and mental health by
providing a sense of agency and empowerment. This is important as evidence shows young
people are susceptible to negative climate-related emotions.

Climate change education across the UK has been criticised for being too narrow in scope, for
focusing on technological responses, and for excluding younger age groups. However, an
independent review of curriculum and assessment is currently being conducted. This provides

policymakers and practitioners the perfect opportunity to ensure climate education meets the
needs of young people.

According to the Department for Education, the national curriculum should ensure that “young
people leave compulsory education ready for life and work”. To achieve this aim in the context of
the climate crisis, climate change education should go beyond abstract, scientific content and
relate to young people’s everyday lives. It should give young people the confidence to take
meaningful action now, engage them with what climate change means for their future careers,
and imbue them with the knowledge and skills they need to engage with climate change as
citizens.
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00278-3/fulltext?ref=f-zin.faktograf.hr
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/curriculum-and-assessment-review

About the research

Researchers from the Centre for Climate Change and Social Transformations (CAST) and
environmental charity Another Way wanted to discover what secondary school pupils think
about climate action, including which specific individual actions they think are most impactful and
easiest to take. We held ten workshops in three secondary schools in England — one urban
school in the North West for children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), one

rural school in the North West, and one peri-urban school in the South West. Approximately 400
students aged 11 to 18 took part.

Each workshop had two parts:

1) Discussion of ‘discourses of delay’ - We presented students with five narratives that imply
climate action is unnecessary or won't be effective. Four of these have been identified in
previous research and may undermine public support for taking climate action. We added the
fifth narrative about the ability of young people, specifically, to make a difference. We asked
the students to share their thoughts on these statements, explaining whether they agreed or
disagreed and why.

2) Responses to individual climate actions - In small groups, students ranked 16 climate-
related actions in terms of how impactful they are and how easy they are to take. There were
four actions in each of four behavioural areas: travel, material consumption, advocacy, and diet.

AS AYOUNG PERSON, | CAN'T
MAKE A SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCE

TECHNOLOGY IS THE ANSWER

“l don’t have the tools, means, or
resources to enact meaningful change.
Whatever | do personally won't make

a difference to the climate crisis.”

“We should focus our efforts on
improving technologies as these
are our best chance of addressing
climate change.”

ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE
IS UNFAIR ON ORDINARY PEOPLE

“People in poorer countries have the
right to burn fossil fuels, it helps
their economies. And hard-working
people in the UK deserve a holiday.”

ADDRESSING CLIMATE
CHANGE IS IMPOSSIBLE

OTHER COUNTRIES
SHOULD BE ACTING FIRST

“Ultimately, humans and societies
cannot change, we are too used to
the way we live. We will have to deal
with the effects of climate change.”

“Countries with the biggest
carbon footprints should act first.
Why should we if they won't?”

Figure 1: The five narratives presented to students
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https://another-way.org.uk/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/7B11B722E3E3454BB6212378E32985A7/S2059479820000137a.pdf/discourses%20of%20climate%20delay.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378024000797

About the research

DRIVING AN
ELECTRIC CAR

Replacm% a petrol or diesel

car with an electric car

SHARING LIFTS

i

Sharln? lifts with people

travelling to the same

location rather than taking
multiple cars

AVOIDING CAR USE

Travelling by public
transport, walking, or

cycling where possible

REDUCING AIR
TRAVEL

Flying less or not at all

TALKING ABOUT
CLIMATE CHANGE

Having a conversation with
family and friends about
climate change and what

ACTIVISM

i\

Such as going on a climate
march or boycotting certain
brands or products that are

POLITICAL
ENGAGEMENT

Voting for a party with
green policies, writing to

your MP

TAKING ACTION
ALONGSIDE
OTHERS

Q0

Such as joining a
community group or
volunteering (e.g., tree

O.G

The cost of a product is
determined by its carbon
emissions, so
higher-emitting products
cost more than
lower-emitting ones

Only buying new products
when it is necessary

Xy

Buylng roducts that are
secon hand instead of

new

can be done about it damaging the environment planting)
CARBON TAXES BUYING LESS SECOND HAND BUYING
PRODUCTS RECYCLABLE
PRODUCTS
e, e °

Buying products that can
be recycled and don’t add
to landfill

REDUCING FOOD
WASTE

Using all the food that you
buy and not wasting it

SWITCHING TO
VEGAN OR
VEGETARIAN DIET

Avoiding all meat and
animal products (vegan) or
avoiding meat (vegetarian)

HALVING MEAT
CONSUMPTION

)
&

Cutting consumption of
meat in half and eating
more meat-free meals

EATING LOCAL
AND SEASONAL
FOOD

Eating food that has been
produced locally and is in
season

Figure 2: The 16 climate-related actions presented to students

*Although not strictly an ‘action’, we included ‘carbon taxes’ in the material consumption
grouping and explained that this would involve people paying more for high-emission products.
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Findings

Discourses of delay

e Although few students wholly agreed with any of the narratives, the overall tendency was
toward disagreement; there was widespread appreciation that they rang at least partially
true, and that they could discourage people from acting if widely subscribed to.

e Students recognised that tackling climate change involves technological, economic, and
infrastructural change and action taken by individuals. However, many felt that young people
had a limited ability to make a difference.

e Students expressed concerns about responses to climate change being fair and equitable,
particularly regarding people with lower incomes in the UK and those living in low-income
countries. Students felt that those most able to act should take more responsibility.

e Powerful but unwilling others - governments, businesses, or older generations - were
frequently cited as an impediment to action on climate change.

“If everyone thought we couldn’t do anything, then nothing would ever happen.”
(North West rural school, Y12)

“l think that some people want to change their ways and more young people want to
change, but there are also people who don't want to, who have more power.”
(North West rural school, Y13)

“Young people can’t do as much as older people, but still can. Everyone can, even young
people, but it's all relative.” (South West school, Y7)

“Everyone is aware of the problem, but people are choosing to do nothing as it means
giving up luxuries. You can address it, but it is hard to make people change their opinions.”
(South West school, Y7-10 group)
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Findings

“All countries are responsible; the UK started the whole thing. We need to move away
from fossil fuels, but they make people loads of money.”
(North West urban school, Y8-10 group)

“Technology can help, but it’s really about humans.” (South West school, Y12)

Individual climate actions

RANKED IMPACT OF TAKING ACTION
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Figure 3: The 16 actions ranked in terms of their impact
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Figure 4: The 16 actions ranked in terms of how easy they are for students to take
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Findings

e Students identified impactful actions such as reducing air travel and car use. They also
recognised political engagement as an effective climate action.

e Perhaps unsurprisingly, the actions students ranked as more impactful (e.g. reducing air
travel, carbon taxes, political engagement), they also ranked as more difficult to carry out,
and vice versa.

e Like adults, students underestimated the impact of making dietary changes. This is a domain
over which young people may have relatively more autonomy (compared to other climate
actions).

Conclusions and recommendations

If the UK national curriculum is to be amended following review, policymakers and practitioners
should ensure that climate change secondary education is integrated across age groups and
subjects and made relevant to pupils’ lives and needs.

Climate change secondary education should:
e Highlight the roles that individuals and society must play in tackling climate change.

Support young people to understand and acquire skills for green careers.

e Empower students by teaching them about the wide range of climate actions available to
them and the relative impact of these actions.

e Show young people that others in society are taking meaningful action on climate change,
so that they feel that responsibility is being shared by all.

e Give young people the space and time to discuss their worries about climate change so that
they feel listened to and understood.
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Further reading

e Cherry, C., Verfuerth, C., & Demiski, C. (2024). Discourses of climate inaction undermine
public support for 1.5 °C lifestyles. Global Environmental Change 87: 102875

e Hickman, C,, et al. (2021). Climate anxiety in children and young people and their beliefs
about government responses to climate change: a global survey. The Lancet Planetary Health,
Volume 5, Issue 12, e863-e873

e Lamb, W., et al. (2020). Discourses of climate delay. Global Sustainability, 3, p. e17
e Lee, K. (2023). How ways to address the climate crisis are presented in UK national curricula.

Comparisons, implications, and recommendations across the four nations. Retrieved from:
https://www.bath.ac.uk/publications/how-ways-to-address-the-climate-crisis-are-

presented-in-uk-national-curricula/
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CAST is a global hub for understanding the crucial
role that people play in fighting climate change.
We are a cross-institutional research centre with world-leading expertise in environmental

psychology, behaviour change, public engagement, policy, governance, education,
communications and more.

Underpinning CAST’s research is a question of immense significance: how can we

transform society in order to live better and address climate change?

CAST is funded by the

. Economic and Social
@? Read more on our website at cast.ac.uk Research Council.
m Follow us on LinkedIn @cast-centre
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