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Abstract 

This interpretive study focused on the way in which children 

make sense of the notion of environment. This study attempted a 

comprehensive examination of children's perceptions of the notion 

of environment in an Australian context. There is a concerted effort 

to create environmental education programs targeted for children 

yet we have little understanding of how children make sense of 

the concept of environment. The study examined perspectives from 

children aged 11 to 13 living in close proximity in New South Wales, 

Australia. Children's perspectives were gathered through a drawing 

activity as well as small group interviews. In order to provide a larger 

conceptual picture of children's perceptions data was also gathered 

from the surrounding community. Parents, teachers, principals 

and local media's perspectives on the notion of environment 

were investigated. The study showed that children perceive the 

environment as nearly synonymous with nature. They also perceive 

the environment and nature to be a place without people. Children 

were very concerned about environmentaJ issues, especially issues 

in their local areas. Children generally did not attribute individuals 

with responsibility for the environment. Children's ideas were 

examined alongside those from the broader community revealing 

relationships and links between community practices and children's 

perceptions of the environment. This study addresses a gap in the 

literature by providing a comprehensive exploration of children's 

perceptions of the notion of the environment and examining links 

to the portrayal of environment in the context of the surrounding 

community. Findings provided a solid basis upon which to augment 

the design of programs in environmental education. 

Vll 



Contents 

Breface and Acknowledgements 

Abstract 

List of Figures 

List of Tables 

Chapter 1 

':Uhe Notion of Environment and Environmental 
Education 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Environment Equals Nature 

1.3. What is environmental education? 

1.4 Nature Study 

1.5 Outdoor Education 

1.6 Environmental Education 

1.7 Summary 

1.8 Definitions 

Chapter 2 

V 

vii 

xii 

xiv 

15 

15 

17 

21 

22 

23 

24 

30 

31 

Literature Review: Children's Perceptions of the Notion of 
Environment 33 

2.1 Introduction 33 

2.2 Children's Ideas about the Notion of Nature and the Environment 36 

2.3 Children's Perceptions of Environment as Portrayed in Drawings 45 

2.4 Summary 54 

Vlll 



Chapter 3 

Research Design 

3.1 Introduction 

3.2 Conceptual Underpinning 

3.3 Methodological Lens: Communities ot Practice 

3.4 Setting and Sample 

3.5 Data Collection 

3.6 Analytic Tools 

3.7 Template 

3.8 Pilot, Ethics Approval and Considerations 

3.9 Summary 

Chapter 4 

56 

56 

57 

58 

60 

62 

68 

71 

73 

76 

Children's Representations of Environment in Drawings 
and Stories 77 

4.1 Introduction 77 

4.2 What Outlook is Portrayed by the Drawings and Stories? 78 

4.3 What Environmental Issues Emerge as Important? 90 

4.4 How are People Positioned in Relation to the Environment? 96 

4.5 Who is Responsible for the Environment? 102 

4.6 Summary 109 

Chapter 5 

Children's Interviews about the Environment 111 

5.1 Introduction 111 

5.2 What is the Environment? 112 

5.3 What are Children's Concerns Regarding the Environment? 114 

5.4 Where do Children Learn About These Environmental Issues? 117 

5.5 Who is Responsible for the Environment? 121 

IX 



X 

5.6 Where are the People? 123 

5.7 What Can Be Done to Help the Environment? 124 

5.8 Summary 128 

Chapter6 

Surrounding Community: Portrayal of the Notion of 
Environment 131 

6.1 Introduction 131 

6.2 Parents' Perspectives 132 

6.3 Teachers 137 

6.4 Principals' Perspectives 144 

6.5 Faculty Views Regarding Important Influences on Children's 

Perspectives 146 

6.6 Perspectives from the Local Newspapers 151 

6.7 Where is Responsibility Attributed for the Environment? 156 

6.8 What Can Be Done to Help the Environment? 158 

6.9 Summary 162 

Chapter 7 

Summary and Discussion 165 

7.1 Introduction 165 

7.2 Cross Analysis According to Research Questions and Information 

Sources 165 

7.3 Multiple Messages About the Environment 169 

7.4 The Environment Equals Nature. 170 

7.5 What Environmental Issues were of Concern? 177 

7.6 People are Separate from the Environment 179 

7.7 People are Not Responsible 183 

7.8 Environmental Education in the Curricula 184 



7.9 Give Children a Voice 

7.10 Limitations o:Hhe Study 

Appendix A 

Research and Interview Tools 

Description of Journal Activities for Teachers 

Student Page for Journal Activity 

Guiding Questions for Interviews - Students Year 6 

Guiding Questions for Interviews - Teachers Year 6 

Parents Questionaire 

AppendixB 

All Ecotips with NUDIST Coding and Categories 

Appendix C 

Analysis Tools 

Index Tree from Nudist "Nodes" 

Template 

References 

Xl 

186 

188 

191 

191 

192 

193 

194 

195 

196 

201 

201 

206 

207 



List of Figures 

Figures 

1. Multiple influences inform a child's perceptions. 59 

2. Data collection array. 62 

3. Child's drawing of the environment. 64 

4. General outlook portrayed in children's drawings and stories. 79 

5. Peter's depiction of a technologically laden environment. 80 

6. Darell's illustration of the environment. 81 

7. Natalie's view of the environment. 83 

8. Cathy contrasts two scenarios. 85 

9. Patricia contrasts a world with "automatic everything" and a 
world with no sand or creatures only mountains and the sea. 86 

10. Kath illustrates a harmonious environment. 88 

11. Sally's city has an abundance of parks and trees. 89 

12. Environmental issues in children's drawings and stories. 90 

13. Ernie's dramatic rendering of a polluted environment. 91 

14. Elements from natural environment featured in children's 
drawings and stories. 92 

15. Edin illustrates a clear cut in the forest. 93 

16. Marie designs a protective biosphere for plants and animals. 94 

17. Tommy imagines a way to protect plants from harm. 94 

18. Erin's rendering of a plant that adapts to changes in the 
environment. 95 

19. Ernie's drawing showing a person positioned within the 
environment. 96 

20. Representation of people in children's drawings and stories. 97 

21. Arthur's drawing of an environment showing no people, plants 
or animals. 97 

22 and 23. Even these peaceful landscapes are devoid of people. 98 

24. John illustrates protective gear. 98 

25. In Kendell's drawing people are placed in a freeze chamber. 99 

26. Bobby's rendering showing people positioned within the environment. 99 

27. Lisa shows a person positioned within the environment, 
unprotected. 100 

28. Cathy's drawing showing people and robots positioned within 
the environment. 101 

29. Relationship between people and environmental actions depicted in 
children's drawings and stories. 102 

30. Val's illustration of a logger. 

31. Lisa's drawing of a car made of recycled materials. 

Xll 

104 

105 



Xlll 

Figure 

32. Rick's illustration of a "new" substitute for water. 107 

33. Shawn illustrates settlements on Mars. 108 

34. Children's concern for environmental issues as expressed in 
group interviews. · 115 

35. Children's concern for pollution of the natural environment. 116 

36. Frequency of children's responses according to proximity. 117 

37. Solutions to pollution from children's interviews. 125 

38. Environmental issues of greatest concern to parents. 132 

39. Frequency of elements from the natural environment in parent 
responses. 133 

40. Parental ranking of the importance of environmental education. 136 

41. Relative frequency of environmental issues in television 
infomercials. 150 

42. Relative frequency of environmental issues in newspaper 
articles 152 

43. Solutions from newspaper articles. 158 

44. Multiple messages about the notion of environment. 170 



List of Tables 

Table 1. Entire sample from interviews and documents 63 

Table 2. Student participation 65 

Table 3. Sample of nodes created for coding in NUD•IST 70 

Table 4. Predominant themes from interviews and documents 166 

XIV 



Chapter 1. 

The Notion of Environment 
and Environmental Education 

1.1 Introduction 

How do children make sense of the notion of environment? We 

know very little about how the notion of environment is perceived 

and understood by children. Despite the considerable amount 

_ of research that explores children's factual knowledge about the 

environment, there is little that specifically focuses on children's 

perceptions of the environment. Roger Hart (1997), a strong advocate 

for including children in the process of environmental change, 

states: 

There is a large literature on environmental ipractices, but we 
know very little about how and why children develop a concern 
for environmental issues. Unfortunately, there is remarkably 
little theory or research on this question (R. Hart, 1997, p. 17). 

Similarly, Wendy Titman (1994) in her work with children's 

experience of school grounds found a great deal of research that 

"concerned" children yet little research which "actually involved 

children" (p. 3). Additionally she found that research rarely 

included children's own perspectives and perceptions (p. 15). Other 

researchers confirm that there is little in the literature that places 

children's perceptions as a central focus (Payne, 1998; Rickinson, 

2001). "Children are regarded as a key audience for environmental 
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messages" (Uzzell, 1999, p. 307). These environmental messages 

are transmitted in a variety of ways; a primary vehicle is through 

formal educational programs. A growing body of researchers share 

the belief that an understanding of children's perceptions of the 

environment is critical for creating programs with meaning and 

relevance for children (Wals, 1992, 1994a, 1994b; Payne, 1998; 

Walker, 2000). Thus, a situation has developed where there is a 

substantial effort to create environmental education programs for 

children even though few studies have directly explored children's 

perceptions about the environment. Understanding children's 

perspectives about the notion of environment will give educators 

a stronger foundation for developing programs that help children 

understand and cope with their rapidly changing environment. 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore how children make sense 

of the notion of the environment. To achieve this, children aged 

11 to 13 were asked to present their ideas about the environment 

in drawings and interviews. To provide a deeper understanding 

of children's perceptions, the researcher explored ideas regarding 

the portrayal of the notion of environment from the surrounding 

community as well. 

Chapter One presents views of the environment and 

environmental education as found in the· broader scholarly 

literature. The foundations for understanding the notions of 

environment and environmental education are varied and there 

is little consensus in the literature. Children are bombarded by 

the multiplicity of these different perspectives. How do they make 

sense of the notion of environment given the confused terminology 

and understandings? 
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1.2 Environment Equals Nature 

Thinking about the environment, its meaning, significa,ice and 
value is as old as human society itself 

(Barry, 1999, p. vi). 

Studies of the relationship between humans and nature are 

abundant in the literature (e.g., Arnold, 1996; Simmons, 1993). This 

relationship is examined in the realms of philosophy, psychology, 

ethnoscience, human ecology, environmental consciousness, (Krause, 

1993), health (Frumkin, 2001), geography, anthropology (LaDuke, 

1994; Weeratunge, 2000), and environmental history, (Harvey, 

1996). 

Two researchers, Barry (1999) and Simmons (1993), 

independently studied the meanings of environment and its 

historical connotations. John Barry's (1999) work entitled 

Environment and Social Theory began with the examination of 

the meaning of the word '"environment' " (p. 6). Barry provided 

examples that show that the meaning of environment is ambiguous 

connoting different meanings (p. 6). In addition to taking on a 

variety of different meanings, Barry also found that the word 

environment often means "the nonhuman world, and sometimes is 

used as equivalent to 'nature' " (p. 12). Barry's findings underscore 

the viewpoint that the notion of environment is often equated with 

the nonhuman world. 

In Interpreting Nature Cultural Constructions df the Environment, 

Simmons (1993) also states that defining the concept of environment 

is very complex (p. 1). Simmons refers to the following interpretation 

as the commonly accepted sense of the environment-"that it 

consists of all those material entities which exist on planet Earth but 
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which are not human" (p. 1). Simmons elaborates on this position, 

stating, that accepting this common view implies an acceptance of 

the "dualism of 'humans' and 'environment' " (p. 1). Barry (1999) 

agrees stating that the notion of environment as equal to nature 

"is one of the oldest and enduring conceptions humans have of the 

environment." This view "resonates with the idea of the environment 

as something nonhuman, .... " (p. 18). Barry goes on to state that: 

"'nature' and 'environment' " when used to refer to the nonhuman 

world ... "are viewed in opposition to human society and culture" (p. 
17). 

Srivastava (2000) in his work, On Environment and Culture 

reinforces this position, arguing that a view separating people from 

nature implicitly encourages a "distinction between 'us' and 'nature', 

as if nature is different from, or in opposition to, us" (p. 13). This 

dualistic view is examined further by Bowers, (2001) who presents 

the argument that the language used by and for the environment 

effectively removes people from the picture. He presents an 

interpretation of environment that revisits the ancient roots and 

meaning of ecology: 

For the earl~ Greeks, the word 'oikos' was used to refer to the 
routines and management of the household. Bowers elaborates 
on the meaning of ecology stating that in the 19th century the 
word 'oecolgies' was coined to designate the new science of the 
relations between human organisms. This shift in the meaning 
of ecology ... separated the routines and management of the 
household (the realm of cultural beliefs and practices) from the 
study of natural systems. Environmental education, with few 
exceptions, has perpetuated this artificial separation . . . . 

(Bowers, 2001, p. 148). 

This view of nature implies a separation of people from 

nature and often positions people as dominant over nature. 

This perspective, anthropocentrism, considered a "fundamental 

18 



component of Western thought" places humans "in a central position 

as the 'master of nature'" (Alerby, 2000, p. 217). 

Some cultures, however, do not perceive the environment in 

this way. An extensive cross-cultural research project described 

in Environment, Education and Society in the Asia-Pacffic, is 

underpinned by examining perspectives of the environment from 

various cultures (Yenken, Fien, & Sykes, 2000). Researchers 

found that some traditional religious attitudes and values 

express a strong conservation sentiment similar to modern 

environmentalist concerns (Yenken, 2000, p. 16). Other cultures 

express a harmony with nature. For example, in Hindu culture 

there is a belief that humans are "both a part and a product of 

nature" (Ravindranath, & Iyer-Raniga, 2000, p. 104). 

The lives and spirituality of Australian Aboriginal people are 

also entwined with the land. John Synott (1996), while examining 

the relevance of traditional indigenous beliefs for peace education, 

summarized the core understandings of the Australian Aboriginal 

worldview. He stated that their world is a systematic one, where 

the central nodes are the physical, human and sacred worlds (p. 88). 

Synott goes on to describe the Australian Aboriginal perspective, 

stating that, 

In the Aboriginal worldview ... the land can be literally 
addressed as "mother"--from whom the people come and by 
whom their lives are sustained. This is not just an ecological 
recognition of the "mother earth" variety, but goes beyond 
that, to a profound understanding of the sacred character of 
the land and one's kinship with it, entailing both rights and 
responsibilities (p. 88) 
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In another cultural context, Hawaii, indigeneous people 

have a view of environment and nature that also appears to be 

diametrically opposed to the Westernized or anthropocentric 

perspective. Hawaiian language has no literal translation for 

the concept of nature. In the traditional Hawaiian view, rather 

than excluding humans from the environment, humans are also 

considered an integral part of nature. Molly Summers, a Hawaiian 

language instructor, explains that because the Hawaiians are so 

much a part of their environment, they have not created a separate 

word for nature or environment in the language. 

There is no separate word for 'nature' in the sense of.the 
outdoors. The fact that there is no word separating nature 
apart from people suggests that nature to the Hawaiians is 
everything, everything is nature 

M. Summers, (personal 
communication, 2002). 

The existence of alternative conceptions of nature supports 

Barry's (1999) theory: that the notion of environment is socially 

constructed and therefore, different cultures or societies can 

perceive the notion of environment quite differently (p. 20). These 

multiple interpretations of the term environment extend to multiple 

interpretations of the term environmental education. The importance 

of understanding that these terms have multiple meanings is 

emphasized by Payne (1998) in his study of children and nature, 

who states, "When environmental educators talk about education 

'in' , 'about' , 'with' or 'for' the environment they rarely state what 

they mean by the term 'environment'. All too often its meaning is 

taken for granted" (Payne, 1998, p. 19). The next section examines 

the foundations of environmental education and the various 

meanings associated with it. How do these multiple meanings and 
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interpretations influence environmental education programs for 

children? 

1.3. What is environmental education? 

The debate surrounding the meaning of 'environmental 

education' has persevered since the 1960s and continues unresolved 

today (eg. Donaldson, & Goering, 1972; Gough, 1990; Gough, 1993; 

Greenan, 1987; Hungerford, Peyton, & Wilke, 1983; Robottom, 1984; 

Shaw, 1982). The term has had muddled interpretations since its 

inception. In the quotations below, Langton, a predominant outdoor 

educator, struggled with issues of interpretation of terms in the 

1970s. The term environmental education has been substituted for 

outdoor education in the excerpt below. 

Upon hearing the term [environmental education] for the first 
time, teachers and administrators frequently ask, What do you 
mean by that? To many, the meaning of the term is not obvious. 
In fact, there are a number of different explanations of the term. 
For some, [environmental education] means going to unspoiled 
natural areas to learn about nature. To others it means doing 
any activity considered educational out-of -doors . .. ; while 
to others it means any educational activity in any natural or 
cultural environment, outside of the confines of a classroom. In 
the first instance [environmental education] suggests a field of 
study, in the second instance it means a place for activity, and 
in the third it suggests a process for learning 

(Langton, 1972, p. 71). 

In order to demonstrate the range of interpretations of 

environmental education, the following section examines briefly 

the roots of environmental education, beginning with nature study, 

moving into the next phase called outdoor education and concluding 

with what is known today as environmental education. 
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1.4 Nature Study 

Environmental education is often equated with nature studies. 

Formalized nature study programs can be traced to the late 

1800s, when "private schools conducted 'outing trips' " (Smith, 

1972, p. 26). Many of these early programs were designed for 

learning about an isolated aspect of a natural environment such 

as its geology, marine life or botany. Activities were designed 

to encourage curiosity and promote observation skills in the 

students and were usually structured around very specific outdoor 

observation-style units (Austin Association for the Education 

of Young Children, 1973; Fletcher, 1933). This trend continues 

today; "how-to" activities in nature and nature exploration kits 

are still abundant in catalogues that offer curriculum resources 

(Acorn Naturalists, 2001-2002). Cliff Knapp, an eminent outdoor 

educator, describes nature study in following manner: 

Nature study was generally considered to be more than the 
study of natural objects, but there was little agreement on 
definition ... others maintained it should provide children 
with motivation and methods needed for acq_uiring knowledge 
on their own initiative through objective and rational 
scientific inquiry . .. still more argued that nature-study 
should encourage children to love nature, something that 
would eventually lead to a caring attitude towards the rural 
environment 

(Knapp, 1990, p. 37). 

The above quotation highlights some of the confusion in defining 

nature study and hints at the relationships among the various 

interpretations of nature study and environmental education. 

For instance, Knapp explains that nature study is considered 

by some to be more than a study of natural artifacts and in fact 

should encourage a caring attitude towards nature and the rural 
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environment. This underlying confusion about how to interpret 

various terms is embedded throughout the scholarly literature. 

Today, in fact, many types of studies in nature and about nature 

are included under the umbrella of environmental education. In 

other situations, environmental education is equated or confused 

with outdoor education. Extensive debates on the similarities and 

differences between these terms are predominant in the literature 

(e.g., Dowling, 1993; Knapp, 1990; McRae, 1990). Outdoor education, 

the next major phase of expansion, is explored in the next section. 

1.5 Outdoor Education 

The outdoor education of the 1940s represented substantial 

changes from the back-to-nature movement that occurred near the 

turn of the century (Donaldson & Goering, 1972, p. 25). Trends in 

society such as rapid industrialization and urbanization signaled 

a need for an increase in outdoor education (Donaldson & Goering 

1972; Goering, 1972; MacKenzie, 1972). Educators were concerned 

about the effect increasing urbanization would have on children 

(Kelley, 1972). It was apparent to these educators that children's 

contact with nature was diminishing; they believed that the formal 

school system should provide more access to nature and wild places 

as a part of the curricular program. The implementation of outdoor 

education programs in the 'formal' educational system helped the 

outdoor education movement become more accepted (Smith, 1972). 

The accelerated concern about the environment that began in the 

late 1960s opened avenues for outdoor education. The 1960s showed 

major growth in the use of outdoor settings and a huge increase in 

teacher in-service programs. The changing attitudes towards the 
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natural environment affected the scope and definition of outdoor 

education. 

Outdoor education has become a development in curriculum
an emphasis in education-designed both to enrich and extend 
the program of the sclwol. Aptly described as education in and 
education for the outdoors, outdoor education now takes many 
forms 

(Smith, 1972, p. 30). 

The acceptance of outdoor education into the formal classroom paved 

the way for acceptance of the next phase, environmental education, 

in the school curricula. 

1.6 Environmental Education 

Trends and changes in society also motivated the creation of a 

discipline devoted to the environment and environmental issues, 

known today as environmental education. Rapidly increasing 

environmental degradation catalyzed worldwide interest in 

promoting environmental consciousness. Scientists were some of the 

first to respond to the problems of the time and were major advocates 

of the development of environmental education. Annette Gough, a 

contemporary Australian environmental educator and researcher, 

stated that the "origins of the environmental education movement 

in Australia can be traced to the Australian Academy of Science 

conference on 'Education and the Environmental Crisis' held in April 

1970" (Gough, 1991, p. 94). 

Initially, environmental education focused on imparting 

knowledge on subjects such as how ecosystems function, but paid 

little or no attention to any social or human relationship to the 

environment. Many environmental education programs were 
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designed to help audiences gain a better understanding of how the 

environment works from a scientific perspective. "This approach 

is perhaps to be expected given that it was the scientists who were 

calling for environmental education as an essential response to 

the perceived environmental crises of the time" (Gough, 1992, p. 

118). Some scientists, such as William Stapp, one of the founders 

of environmental education, advocated a more integrated approach 

(Gough, 1993). Stapp was one of the first to include citizen action as 

integral to the evolving definition of environmental education: 

This new approach, designed to reach citizens of all ages, 
is called 'environmental education'. We define it this way: 
Environmental education [author emphasis] is aimed at 
producing a citizenry that is knowledgeable concerning the 
biophysical environment and its associated problems, aware 
of how to help solve these problems and motivated to work 
towards their solution 

(Stapp, W. et al., 1969 
reprinted in Gough 1992). 

By the late 1970s the definition and scope of environmental 

education was so broad that a diverse array of programs were 

placed under its umbrella. Definitions of environmental education, 

often complex and unwieldy added to the confusion and debate 

(Hungerford, 1975). By 1978, the definitions of environmental 

education were so diverse that participants attempted to redefine the 

subject area at the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization's Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental 

Education (Fensham, 1978). Gough states that the most commonly 

accepted guiding principles for environmental education were those 

endorsed at that conference (Gough, 1990, p. 41-43). 
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They are: 

a) to foster clear awareness ofi and concern about, 

economic, social, political and ecological interdependence 

in urban and rural areas; 

b) to provide every person with opportunities to acquire 

the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment and skills 

needed to protect and improve the environment; 

c) to create new patterns o£behavior o£individuals, groups 

and society as a whole towards the environment (Gough, 

1990, pp 41.-43). 

Gough elaborates on the definition stating that a decade later, 

in 1989, the Australian Association for Environmental Education 

described environmental education as: 

An approach to learning that is useful to individuals 
and groups in coming to a better understanding ofithe 
inter-relationships between humans and environments. 
Environmental education encourages people to develop caring 
and committed attitudes that will foster the desire and ability 
to act responsibly in their relationships with environments. 
Thus, environmental education is concerned with knowledge, 
feelings, attitudes, skills and social action 

(Gough, 1990, p. 43). 

These interpretations signal an evolution from a discipline based 

on a scientific rationale to an educational model in which citizen 

action is either a desired result or inherent in the program design. 

The descriptions not only include the importance 0£ knowledge 

about the environment but also a call for social action and citizen 

participation. Regardless 0£ consensus within organizations 

or among participants at international conferences, the term 

environmental education continues to have different meanings for 
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different audiences and is continually being modified. In 1996, Peter 

Bos, chair of the working group for environmental education in the 

Netherlands stated that, "Environmental Education has grown into 

a sort of supermarket, an enormous supermarket that covers a vast 

number of products, clients and suppliers" (Bos, P., as quoted in 

Hesselink, 1996, p. 42). 

Environmental education continues to be re-defined to fit the 

unique needs of a region, city, or country. For example, in the 

quotations below, educators describe the intent of two programs, 

both of which are described as environmental education. The 

program in Arizona focuses on learning about the environment, 

while the one in Canada encourages social activism to create 

environmental change. 

In Arizona, we are narrowing the definition of environmental 
education and concentrating, at least in the short run, on 
teaching environmental education in a balanced manner 
based on the l,atest science. Sanera interprets one aim of 
environmental education in the following manner: to provide 
students with a knowledge of environmental issues from a 
variety of scientific perspectives so that the students can make 
up their own mind on these vital issues. This is what I call the 
promise, or intent, of environmental education and the leading 
documents in the discipline refiect this intent 

(Sanera, 1998). 

This Arizona program ties itself strongly to a scientific 

orientation, but does not include an appeal to social involvement. The 

Canadian program advocates an entirely different approach 

An authentic approach to environmental education would 
involve teachers as researchers, participating as equals 
in improving practice and contributing to practice-based 
theory within a complex, problematic, politically motivated 
educational context 

(P. Hart, 1990, p. 61). 
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Educators in different regions, countries and disciplines redefine 

environmental education to suit their own unique needs. Today, 

environmental education programs can encompass nature studies, 

outdoor education activities, initiatives by private interest groups, 

recycling campaigns, conservation programs and education about 

sustainability. Fien and Spork (1993) in the study guide, Trends and 

Issues in Environmental Education, confirm the expansive scope 0£ 

environmental education stating that it bridges both the formal and 

informal education sectors (p. 7). 

Environmental education continues to be open to many different 

interpretations. One current debate surrounds the concept 0£ 

sustainability as environmental education and extends to adopting 

new terminology to the understanding 0£ environmental education 

(P. Hart & Nolan, 1999, p. 20). Entire conferences continue to be 

structured around this debate, for example The National Association 

for Research in Science Teaching (NARST) Environmental 

Education Symposium placed the following call for papers: 

The Environmental Research Interest Group (ERIG) at NARST 
is soliciting submissions to form part.of a symposium on 'diverse 
perspectives' of environmental education .... This will be a timefy 
dialogue for NARST as much of contemporary Environmental 
Education research seeks to make visible distinctions with/in the 
terms environmental education, education for sustainability and 
education for sustainable developmen_t 

(National Association for 
Research in Science 
Teaching, 2002). 

The academic debate for consistency in defining environmental 

education continues. Where then can professionals, teachers and 

other educators find a framework to guide their thinking? In the 

1970s Langton, an outdoor educator suggested that "it is misleading 

to assume that other educators will know what is meant when 
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terms such as outdoor education or 'environmental learning' ... are 

employed. This confusion poses the challenge to educators to devote 

time and effort to clarify the terms they employ" (Langton, 1972, p. 

71). Annette Greenall reinforced the importance of starting from a 

shared understanding of what is meant by environmental education. 

She stated that: 

Environmental education means something different to each 
person .... Each person's concept is determined by personal 
interpretation of the environment based on individual 
background knowledge 

(Greenan, 1978, p. 1). 

Gough (1990) emphasized the need for a new approach to 

the environment, "a new ethic that cultivates the identification 

of humans with their environments." She stated that "the 

contemporary challenge for environmental education and 

outdoor education is to design learning programs in which such 

identification'' was a realistic outcome (Gough, 1990, p. 52). Cliff 

Knapp in 1990 described a future where "the existing professional 

terminology will disappear . . . because the goals and objectives 

will be fully accepted by society. The duality between 'man and 

nature' will gradually dissolve" (Knapp, 1990, pp. 37-39). 

Today, environmental education is considered a primary vehicle 

for teaching and learning about the environment; yet when a child 

participates in a program on environmental education, which of 

these perspectives is employed? "What version of 'environment' 

... are learners being educated 'in', 'about' 'with' or 'for'?" (Payne, 

1998, p. 19). These varied interpretations of the meaning of 

environmental education have profound implications for the 

teaching and learning of environmental education in the formal 

classroom and informal settings. 
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1.7 Summary 

People have a range of interpretations about the meaning of 

environment. A view of nature and the environment that evokes 

images of places untouched by people is the predominant view 

presented in the literature. Researchers find that the notion of 

environment is often linked with rural nature or nature without 

the presence of humankind. While this anthropocentric view 

is a dominant perspective there is also evidence that there 

are differences in interpretation culturally as well as between 

individuals. 

The meaning of environmental education is also flexible 

and changes to meet different needs in different situations. 

Environmental education is sometimes considered a 'catch all' for 

a broad range of studies pertaining to the environment. It can be 

interpreted as studies of ecology, natural science, nature study or 

outdoor activities. Messages about the environment are informed 

by these varied understandings. How do children synthesize these 

multiple messages about the notion of environment? 

The next chapter examines research relating to children's 

perspectives of the notion of environment. While there are 

substantial efforts to create environmental education programs 

for children there is little research that directly explores children's 

perceptions about the environment. Gaining an understanding of 

children's ideas and perceptions about the environment is essential 

to our understanding of how to create educational experiences 

that provide children with skills needed to deal with the complex 

environmental issues of today and the future. 
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1.8 Definitions 

Anthropomorphic 

"Fundamental component of Western thought" that places 

humans "in a central position as the 'master of nature'" 

(Alerby, 2000, p. 217). 

Biocentric 

Rationales for environmental protection based on the 

value or rights of nature itself (Kempton, Boster & 

Hartley, 1995, p. 106). 

Community 

is used throughout this thesis to mean: 

A group of people living in the same locality and under the 

same government. 

the district or locality in which they live. 

(Morris, 1976,p.270) 

and public, commonwealth, society, 

town, village, city, township (Urdang, 1978) 

Communities of Practice 

Wenger's use of the word community in the term 

'communities of practice' refers to a group of people 

engaged in a shared practice, but not necessarily living in 

the same locale (Wenger, 1998). 

Homocentric 

The environment need only be protected when human 

welfare is at stake (Kahn & McCoy, 1992). 
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Positioning 

Reify 

Positioning in this thesis refers to how people are viewed 

in relationship to the environment. 

To regard or treat an abstraction or an idea as if it has 

concrete or material existence (Morris, 1976, p. 1097). 
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Chapter 2. 

Literature Review: Children's Perceptions of 
the Notion of Environment 

2.1 Introduction 

The scholarly literature reviewed in the previous chapter offered 

little consensus on the meaning of environment or environmental 

education; instead, it showed a wide range of interpretations. The 

intent of this chapter is to examine the literature on children's 

perceptions about the notion of environment. As stated in Chapter 

One there is a concerted effort to create environmental education 

programs targeted for children yet we have little understanding 

of how children make sense of the concept of environment. An 

understanding of children's perspectives is essential for creating 

relevant, effective and meaningful environmental curricula (Wals, 

1994a). 

In contrast to the lack of research on children's perceptions of 

the notion of environment, there is an abundance of research on 

children's knowledge about the environment. Much of this area 

of research seeks to establish children's level of knowledge about 

specific environmental topics. For instance, a large body examines 

children's knowledge of environmental issues and reveals that 

children struggle as they try to understand how environmental 

problems manifest in daily life (Boyes & Stanisstreet, 1992; Boyes 

& Stanisstreet, 1993; Boyes, Chuckran, & Stanisstreet, 1993; 

Boyes & Stanisstreet, 1997; Glazar, Vrtacnik, & Bacnik, 1998). 

Environmental problems examined include perceptions of global 
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warming, (Boyes & Stanisstreet, 1992), the greenhouse effect 

(Boyes & Stanisstreet, 1993) ideas about the ozone layer (Potts, 

Stanisstreet & Boyes, 1996) and the impact of cars (Batterham, 

Stanisstreet & Boyes, 1996; Boyes & Stanisstreet, 1997). Palmer, a 

leading environmental education researcher, heads an international 

study about children's understandings of environmental issues 

such as the rainforest, deforestation, endangered species, global 

warming and waste materials (Palmer, 1993, 1994, 1995; Palmer, 

Suggate & Matthews, 1996; Palmer, et al., 1999). These studies with 

very young children confirm findings of Boyes et al. that children 

have confused ideas or 'misconceptions' regarding environmental 

processes. Such research concentrates on environmental factual 

knowledge, understanding or lack of understanding and shows that 

children's ideas are "confused and inaccurate" (Rickinson, 2001, p. 

220). This body of research contributes to a substantial database 

relating to children's factual knowledge about the environment 

(Rickinson, 2001). 

Research exploring children's knowledge about the environment 

assists us in determining what environmental topics and concepts 

need attention in educational programs and provides insights into 

the depths of children's knowledge. This body of research does 

not reveal how children perceive the notiqn of environment. The 

importance of this is emphasized in the following quote : 

Currently environmental education programs are being 
developed based on assumptions of what children know and 
[assumptions of] what they believe. Clearly more effective 
programs could be developed if children's environmental 
understandings and belie16 were known 

(Walker, 2000). 
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Rickinson (2001) in his critical review of the evidence in 

environmental education defined six major nodes in the research and 

described them in two distinct groups-those that are established 

and those that are emerging. The established nodes included: 

environmental knowledge, environmental attitudes and behaviors, 

and environmental learning outcomes and the three emerging 

nodes: students perceptions of nature, student experiences of 

learning, and student influences on adults (p. 215). This thesis and 

subsequently this review are most aligned with the emerging node: 

children's perceptions of nature qua environment. 

Rickinson (2001) found that only a small number of studies 

provide evidence about students' perceptions of nature (p. 275). 

Research relating to children's perceptions of the environment 

is even more limited. While the topic of children's perceptions of 

the notion of the environment is not a predominant theme in the 

environmental literature, it does have strong advocates (Bonnet 

& Williams 1998; Payne, 1998; Walker, 2000; Wals, 1992, 1994a, 

1994b). 

Another facet generally lacking in the environmental literature 

is important to this thesis. While studies in the established nodes 

provide a wealth of information that contribute to a· growing 

database on children's attitudes and knowledge about the 

environment, the majority do not solicit input directly from children 

in an open-ended manner. Generally the issues are predetermined, 

and children respond to those issues rather than initiate key points 

in the conversation. In many studies, children's perspectives might 

be reduced to responses on written questionnaires and surveys 

in which the issues are preset (e.g., Musser & Diamond 1999; 

Musser & Malkus, 1994; Salmivalli, 1998; Zimmerman, 1996). Few 
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studies were found that emphasize a child-centered perception of 

the environment or that used open-ended exploratory approaches. 

This method of research is valuable because it leaves room for the 

children to select and discuss issues of importance to them. 

Graue and Walsh (1998) begin, Studying Children in Context by 

describing that "little work exists that listens to and examines the 

lives of children" (Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 249). The authors go on 

to state that understanding children's perspectives can "provide new 

ways of knowing and acting for children" (p. 248). Robert Burgess 

in the forward to Researching Children's Perspectives calls for 

approaches that "take into consideration the problems that confront 

children today and methods of investigation that gain access to 

children's perspectives of the worlds in which they live" (Lewis & 

· Lindsay, 2000, p. xv). Understanding children's perspectives is 

essential if educators are to create environmental programs that will 

allow children to participate and fulfill the promise of environmental 

education. While placing children's views in a central position is not 

the norm within environmental education research, several studies 

_ employed methods designed to listen to children's views. 

2.2 Children's Ideas about the Notion of Nature 
and the Environment 

The research about children's perceptions of nature revealed 

several broad themes, each of which will be explored in further 

detail in the sections below. The most common theme found was 

an examination of children's perceptions of nature with very few 

studies detailing perceptions of the environment as well. Studies 

highlighting environmental issues of concern to children were also 

predominant. Other themes were children's perceptions of people in 
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relation to nature or the environment. A few researchers suggested 

possible influences on children's perceptions. Several studies situated 

children's perspectives in relation to a broader social context, 

with school ethos being singled out as a key variable within one 

study. A strand also examines children's outlooks with particular 

emphasis on ideas about the future. Ideas about responsibility and 

empowerment emerged from several studies, but this was not a 

key focus. The literature also provides insights into the variety of 

methods used to explore children's perceptions of the environment. 

Children's perceptions of nature and environment 

Children's perceptions of the notion of nature or the 

environment found in the literature correspond with the 

predominant views expressed in Chapter One, that the 

environment equals nature, and that view of nature seldom 

includes people. For example, Rejeski (1992) explored children's 

perceptions of the natural environment through drawings 

of nature. Rejeski found that younger children (ages 6 to 7) 

romanticized nature and envisioned nature without people. In 

drawings from the older students (ages 9 to 10) people appeared in 

about half the pictures. To ascertain children's ideas about nature, 

Rejeski presented two hundred and eighty-five children from 

grades 1, 4 and 8 with a piece of paper with the words 'nature is" 

at the top and asked them to draw or write their interpretations 

(p. 30). Elements from the drawings were categorized into the 

following thematic areas: a) species including the self, humans 

animals and birds; b) the environment including natural and build 

objects; c) relationships to nature; and d) transformations to mean 

children's awareness of changes over time (Rejeski, 1992, p. 30). 
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Children's positioning of people in relation to the environment 

Unfortunately Rejeski did not specify results in each of the above 

categories; rather he discussed broader developmental stages in 

each age group (Rejeski, 1992, p. 28). Of primary importance to this 

thesis is how people were represented in relation to the environment. 

For children aged 6 to 7, no people were included; the tree was the 

dominant natural element. In the age group 9 to 10 years, Rejeski 

found that children viewed 'man' as "doing things in nature, not to 

nature". In eighth grade (ages 13-14) Rejeski found that 50% of the 

children recognized 'man' as a part of nature" (p. 35). Rejeski's work 

shows that children's perceptions of the how people relate to nature 

can change as the children mature. 

Children's perceptions of nature and environment (environmental 
concerns and possible influences) 

Keliher (1997) duplicated aspects of Rejeski's study to analyze 

drawings from very young children (6-7 year olds). Her methods 

differed from Rejeski's; she used questionnaires, and both 

photographs and drawings as prompts. (Keliher, 1997, p. 23). The 

focus of analysis was similar: to discover children's perspectives 

of nature. Keliher found that children believed that, "'nature is 

everywhere' and distinguished between the nature of suburbia 

and the nature of 'natural places'" (p. 245). Keliher also found 

that students were aware of pollution as an environmental issue 

and most often equated it with litter (p. 242). Students also had 

a sense of nature as a threatened place, a belief she linked with 

television coverage. Keliher concluded that perceptions of nature 

and the environment are developed early in life and may not change 

significantly without intervention. 
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Children's positioning of people in relation to the environment 
{possible influences) 

Keliher's study did not explore the human-nature relationship. 

Rejeski did allude to the human-nature dichotomy but did not 

elaborate on this aspect. Payne's (1998) research with children 

examined how they position people in relationship to nature. 

Payne's inquiry into children's conceptions of nature revealed that 

children often equate nature as a place untouched by people, "with 

minimal human influence, interference or effect" (p. 21). Payne's 

work also revealed that children did not distinguish between 

nature and environment (p. 25). Payne like Keliher, speculates that 

television, in particular nature documentaries, are strong influences 

on children (p. 25). 

Children's perceptions of nature and environment, set in a broader 

social context 

Few studies examine children's perspectives within the broader 

social or 'lived' context of their world. However, social context and 

personal experiences are considered by some to be highly influential 

on children's perspectives (e.g., Payne 1998). Wals emphasized the 

importance of examining the social context within which children 

come to understand the environment and their relationship with 

it. He investigated students' perceptions of nature and explored 

the following themes: students concern regarding environmental 

problems, the relationship between themselves and those problems, 

and the influence of the physical and social environments on 

students' perceptions (Wals, 1992, pp. 46-47). 

Wals (1992) concentrated on how young people make sense of 

their own environment through their "everyday interactions with 
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the lifeworld" (p. 45). Wals (1994a) used a combination of methods 

that put his subjects, 30 inner city youth from Detroit, at the center 

of the research. To gain insights into adolescents' ideas about the 

environment, he used a combination of student journals, interviews 

with students and his own impressions tracked in a research 

journal. On several occasions small groups of students walked 

through the neighborhood with the researcher and discussed issues. 

The students keptjournals from these conversations, which were 

also used as part of the data. In addition to the work with the larger 

group of 30 students, Wals conducted in- depth interviews with eight 

of those students (ages 12 to 13). The interviews were informal, but 

were semi- structured in that he referred to a list of key words and 

topics to be addressed (Wals, 1994a, p. 181). 

Wals (1994a) found that several common themes emerged. He 

separated these into eight categories that represent the range of 

experiences found among this small group of students (pp. 185-186). 

Students understood nature to be: "entertainment, a challenging 

place, a reflection of the past, a threatening place, a background to 

activities, a place for learning, a place to .reflect and a threatened 

place" (p. 185). He found that all students were concerned about 

pollution and that all students to varying degrees expressed 

concerns about the quality of the enviromp.ent. 

Wals found that all the students in the study, regardless of the 

very different contexts from which they came were all "concerned 

about 'classic' environmental issues;" they, however, did "think about 

these issues differently" (Wals, 1992, p. 50). Wals (1994a) found 

that students within the same age group had very different ideas 

regarding the ideas of pollution and environmental problems (p. 183). 

He found that students' interpretations of nature vary from simplistic 
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"living things" found in other studies (Rejeski, 1992; Keliher, 1997) to 

ideas that are "more complex and less concrete" such as nature being 

a threatened place. Wals examined not only students' definition of 

nature, but also their experience of nature, revealing a complexity 

that did not emerge in other studies. 

Children's perceptions of nature and environment, set in a broader 

social context (environmental concerns and possible influences) 

Other researchers such as Bonnet and Williams (1998) also 

emphasized the importance of including a broader context in 

research with children. They wrote "many experiences children 

have which are not directly a part of environmental education 

influence their attitudes nonetheless" (p. 159). Their research 

examined environmental education in the school and its relationship 

to children's attitudes about nature and the environment. They 

explained that the "total influence of the school's programme, 

explicit and implicit, takes on particular significance" (p. 159). 

Bonnet and Williams (1998) focused on children in Years Five 

and Six. The participants were from four schools in the same 

regional area of the United Kingdom. All responses were grouped 

into a collective data bank. They interviewed children in groups 

and used drawings and photographs to stimulate discussion about 

the notion of environment and nature. Researchers explained to the 

children that there were no incorrect answers (p. 162). The data 

collection was initiated by asking children to list things that worry 

them in the environment (p. 167). Children wrote about cutting 

down trees, vehicles, litter, pollution and extinction. They also 

mentioned animals in great frequency. They regarded recycling as a 
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positive action but had tenuous understandings of the benefits to the 

environment (p. 167). 

They found that these children considered nature to be "living 

things" (Bonnett & Williams, 1998, p. 163) and that "there was 

some disagreement as to whether or not people should be regarded 

as part of nature" (p. 163). Some children perceived nature to be a 

place for relaxation and others sensed that it could be a threatening 

place (pp. 164, 165). The researchers went on to distinguish 

children's perceptions of nature versus the environment. The notion 

of environment encompassed a broader view of the natural world. 

Rather than simply individual living things, it was referred to as 

"everything" and the world. A few children included habitats for 

humans and animals within their perception of the environment 

(p. 165). Others equated the environment as a "set of problems" and 

some equated it with activities such as picking up litter (p. 165). 

Another perspective that emerged was that some adults don't care 

about the environment. 

Students identified that their families, the media and community 

events influenced their perceptions on the environment (p. 168). 

These researchers concluded that 

It would be important to investigate the hidden curriculum: 
the models of attitudes towards nature and the environment 
embedded in school and classroom practices and resources 

(Bonnet 1997 as quoted in 
Bonnett, 1998, p. 173). 

Children's perceptions of nature and environment and positioning 

A qualitative study with students in the last years of secondary 

school was undertaken to complement a larger quantitative study 

regarding environmental problems as well as their environmental 
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knowledge, concerns and attitudes (Hillcoat, Forge, Fien & Baker, 

1995, p. 159). These findings corroborate those of Rejenski (1992) 

and Payne (1998) that students emphasized a separation of people 

from nature. The students' "language suggested that they saw 

the environment as apart from and separate from themselves" 

(Hillcoat, et al., 1995, p. 165). The researchers found that students' 

descriptions of the environment expanded as the interviews 

progressed. Findings revealed that even these older students 

initially referred to the environment as nature or isolated elements 

of nature such as trees or animals. As the interviews progressed 

students added in other elements such as their school, country and 

city (p. 165). 

Another study built on the pilot described above and was also a 

subset of an international study that took place in fifteen countries 

in the Asia Pacific (Yenken, Fien & Sykes, 2000). The sample was 

comprised of seven to ninth grade (aged 15 to 17) students from 

schools in Brisbane, Australia (Hillcoat, et al., 1995, p. 164) and 

students from Melbourne, Australia, as well. The groups were 

asked questions about their hopes for the future; the meaning of 

'environment', ways oflearning about the environment, their major 

concerns about the environment; causes of environmental problems, 

and how or what could be done as indiviquals or society to deal 

adequately with environmental problems (Connell, Fien, Lee, Sykes 

& Yenken, 1999, p. 113). 

Children's concern for environmental issues 

Regarding environmental concerns, students talked about urban 

development and destruction of forests as major local problems. 

They consistently mentioned overpopulation as the worst global 
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concern. The return visits to the same sets of students revealed 

that their ideas about the biggest environmental issues remained 

constant. Students in Melbourne were more concerned about local 

air and water pollution (Connell, et al., 1999, p. 99) whereas the 

students in Brisbane were most concerned about development and 

the resulting destruction of natural bushland and flora and fauna (p. 

99). One interesting result was that in the pilot study some students 

expressed more concern about global rather than localized issues, 

whereas in the return study local issues were predominant (p. 100). 

Possible influences on children's ideas 

Students from both cities in both studies consistently cited 

the media, school and their own experiences as major sources 

of environmental information (Hillcoat, et al., 1995, p. 165). 

They viewed the media (television, newspaper and magazines), 

very critically and did not see them as a trustworthy source 

of information (p. 101). Students revealed that their personal 

experiences were their most trusted sources of information. (Connell, 

et al., 1999, p. 96). Schools were either touted as places where basic 

environmental knowledge was gained or conversely as places that 

provided little or no relevant environmental education. 

Children's ideas about responsibility 

Students generally attributed responsibility for environmental 

problems elsewhere and expressed a feeling of helplessness or lack 

of empowerment. Students expressed the belief "that individuals in 

general had no power" (Hillcoat, et al., 1995, p. 169). They attributed 

some environmental problems to people's "ignorance and lack of 

awareness." 
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Generally participants agreed that everyone caused 
environmental problems, but mainly it was big business 
and industry, then governments and higher authorities with 
individuals contributing by laziness and thinking someone else 
would solve the problem 

(Hillcoat, et al., 1995, p. 168). 

2.3 Children's Perceptions of Environment as 

Portrayed in Drawings 

The use of drawings has an established place in research with 

children in the fields of child psychology and children's behavior 

(e.g., Chula, 1998). Studies of children's drawings in relation to 

their development can, in fact, be traced to the late 1800's (Willats, 

1997, p. 287). Some research focuses on children's use of symbols 

in their artwork and identifies typical representations of, for 

example, the human figure at different ages (Lowenfall, 1987, p. 

478). Other researchers refute many of these developmental and 

symbolic correlations and Ruth Hubbards' (1989) definitive work 

on children's drawings entitled, Authors of Pictures Draughtsmen 

of Words includes a discussion of these different positions. A 

contemporary technique relating to children's drawings in 

research uses children's artwork to illuminate their thoughts and 

perspectives. In the environmental and education literature there 

are several examples of researchers (Alerby 2000, Barraza 1999, 

Fleer 1999, Thirunganan 1999) using drawings as a research 

method and interpreting them as text. Alerby (2000), for example, 

in her study of drawings and children's views of the environment, 

stated that, 
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"The text does not consist of a verbal language, but 
nevertheless it is a language and it has its own grammar. 
That is why drawings have to be seen as one methodological 
implement when attempting to catch the thoughts of children 
and young people concerning environmental issues (p. 209)". 

This research follows the contemporary use of drawings as 

a method for providing insights into children's perspectives using 

the technique of viewing the drawings as text. This technique 

concentrates on how children visually depict important events 

in their lives (Barraza, 1999, p. 50). Children's drawings as a 

method in environmental education research is in its initial stages. 

Strengths of this method include the ability to gain insights into 

children's ideas that might not be revealed in conversation, or 

written responses. Additionally it removes the barrier of spoken and 

written language and becomes a vehicle for comparisons between 

different cultures and languages. 

Barraza (1999) emphasizes that this is a new method, 

stating that, "the use of children's drawings as a systematic 

measure to evaluate children's perceptions and attitudes towards 

the environment is still in the process of development" (p. 51). 

While using drawings to understand children's perspectives is in 

its infancy, there are a number of researchers that used drawings 

to explore how children perceive other aspects of the environment 

rather than their perspectives. For example Brown, Henderson 

and Armstrong (1987) used children's drawings to reveal children's 

perceptions of nuclear power stations. Matthews (1985) explored 

children's representations of'place' by examining their visual 

renderings of the journey between home and school. Trend, Everett 

and Dove (2000) analyzed children's representations of mountains 
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and mountainous landscapes. 

Other researchers combined drawings with subsequent 

interviews to ascertain understandings from a child's perspective. 

Dove, Everett and Preece (1999) gathered children's perceptions 

of a river basin through drawings and interviews (p. 486) used to 

explore their understandings of the water cycle. Three hundred and 

six children aged 9 to 11 from five schools in the United Kingdom 

participated (p. 488). All students lived in rural locations with close 

access to rivers. Additionally, all students had been introduced to the 

river basin as a part of the National Curriculum. The task occurred 

during regular classroom time and was limited to ten to fifteen 

minutes. Children were asked to draw a picture of a river showing 

where it started, where it ended, and which way the water flowed. 

When asked from where the ideas for their drawings came, 

almost all the children interviewed said that the pictures were 'made 

up'. Few mentioned any contextual influences or local references 

to rivers (Dove, et al., 1999, p. 492). Students were encouraged to 

add any other features they wished that they associated with rivers 

(p. 488). Most children knew that the rivers contained more that 

just water and 18% mentioned pollution. A variety of wildlife was 

included alongside and in the river. Children did not include any 

people using the river for fishing, recreation, drinking water or 

irrigation. 

The examples above explored children's perspectives about 

specific environmental issues. In the next examples, the research 

concentrated on the broader concept of the 'environment', rather 

than specific issues or topics. Alerby (2000) focused on what children 

think about the environment, Barrazza (1999) explored children's 

ideas about the future of the environment, and Fleer (2002) explored 
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ideas about the future and technology. These three studies are 

presented in detail because the methods provide an alternative way 

to explore children's perspectives about the environment. 

Children's outlooks on the environment and concern for 

environmental issues 

Alerby (2000) used drawings to find out what children think 

about the environment. Four distinct themes emerged: ideas about 

the 'good' world, the 'bad' world, ideas contrasts between the 'good 

and bad world' and symbols and actions to protect the environment. 

Nearly 50% of the drawings were categorized in the thematic area 

'good world'. These usually portrayed the environment as clean, 

beautiful and idyllic (Alerby, 2000, p. 211). Drawings categorized 

as 'bad world' totaled 16% and generally depicted environmental 

destruction by pollution from factories, cars, litter and the death of 

forest land. Drawings that focused on the contrast between clean 

and unspoiled nature and environmental destruction often were 

divided into two parts on the paper with the contrasting elements on 

either side. This theme was more prevalent with the older students, 

· and twice as many drawings were from the boys as compared to the 

girls (p. 215). 

Drawings combined with follow-up interviews provided the 

base of data for Alerby's research. Four different schools within 

the same municipal area of northern Sweden were included in the 

study. One hundred and nine students ranging in age from 7 to 16 

years volunteered to participate. Students were asked the question 

"what do you think about when you hear the word 'environment'?" 

They were then instructed to draw the image that presented itself. 

An important aspect of this study was that the children were asked 
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to share what they were thinking about as they drew, rather than 

simply to describe their artwork (Alerby, 2000, p. 210). 

Older groups tended to focus on more global effects such as ozone 

depletion and tropical rainforest destruction. Alerby also found 

that human influence occurred in some form in all categories from 

marginally in the 'good' world to very strongly represented in the 

'bad' world. Alerby also noted that these drawings "related to the 

environmental destruction they [students] had experienced in a 

concrete way" (p. 217). 

Alerby conducted complementary interviews and grouped 

responses into major thematic areas. She identified the notion ofi 

responsibility, specifically who is responsible for the environment? 

Unfortunately the findings as they relate to responsibility were 

not available (Alerby, 1998, p. 176). Other areas identified include 

fiuturistic or visionary perspectives, pragmatic, emotional and 

romantic perspectives. 

Children's outlooks on the environment (environmental issues) 

In contrast to the Swedish study, Laura Barraza's (1999) cross

cultural research revealed that over 54% ofithe children thought 

the world would be in worse shape in 50 years. Their drawings 

demonstrated a deep concern for problems such as pollution, war, 

global warming, loss ofispecies, acid rain, rubbish, deforestation and 

lack ofiwater among others (p. 56). Barraza established the following 

categories regarding the environment as depicted in the drawings: 

everything looks fine; depiction ofi a problem; not determined; and 

unrecognizable places and situations (p. 55). She found that "nearly 

43% illustrated a world where everything looks fine." Drawings in 

this category showed harmony in the environment. There was a 
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sense of well being where flowers trees, water, sun, animals and 

people shared the environment in harmony" (p. 55). Through graphic 

images of decay and destruction, 36% depicted problems such as: 

pollution, nuclear waste, war, violence, rubbish, deforestation and 

loss of species (p. 55). 

Study set in a broader social context 

Barraza (1999) also found that the students from England 

and Mexico, two cultures significantly different from each other, 

had more similarities in their drawings than differences (p. 61). 

Barraza examined children's ideas about the environment and 

their expectations and concerns for the future (p. 50). Barraza was 

also interested in the influence of culture and school ethos on the 

students' ideas. 

Barraza's (1999) study included children 7 to 9 years old from 

Year Three in primary school. Schools were grouped according to 

their environmental policies and interest in environmental issues. 

Eight schools with a total of 24 7 students participated. Each student 

was asked to draw three different pictures. Seven hundred and 

forty-one drawings were collected in total with 432 from Mexico 

and 309 from England (p. 52). All drawings were created during 

a single session. Discussion prior to the session was limited to the 

introduction, and the session was followed up with interviews. 

Children were asked to pretend they were aliens from another 

planet and were sent on a special mission to planet Earth. They 

were all asked to make drawings about three different topics: 

1. You are approaching Earth from a spaceship. How does 

planet earth appear? 
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2. Look carefully at where you landed and draw as many 

things as possible. 

3. Imagine 50 years have passed since your first visit to 

planet Earth. Visit the same place as in #2. Draw how it 

looks after 50 years. 

Question One was used primarily as an introductory activity 

while Questions Two and Three were used to evaluate children's 

perceptions about the present and the future (p. 53). These provided 

information regarding what environmental problems children 

identified and what places children were most interested in (p. 53). 

Children's ideas about the future of the environment 

Categories used for analysis of children's ideas about the future 

were as follows: things improve; things get worse; there is change, 

but student is undetermined whether for better or worse; there is 

no change; unrecognizable or incomplete images (p. 54). Twenty

two percent of the drawings depicted a world that improves and 

. gets better. Children demonstrated that technology will help in this 

process. For example, one student drew a cleaning system for air 

and another imagined that a machine to clean air and water will be 

developed. 

Children's ideas about the future of the environment 

Fleer's (2002) study on children's ideas about the future of the 

environmental depicts a predominantly technological environment. 

Fleer states that "one of the most striking features was the large 

number that depicted technological artifacts." Over 450 children 

aged 5-12 from The Australian Capital Territory and New South 
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Wales were asked to draw and discuss their ideas of the environment 

of the future. The research focused on children's perceptions of 

the environment of the future and the implications for science, 

technology and environmental education. 

Five general themes were found consistently across the schools 

and within the study population. The first category included ideas 

about moving from a positive to a negative image of the future. As 

the children progressed in age, they had more negative statements 

about the future ending with very negative images of their 

environment (Fleer, 2002). Children's pictures and stories referred 

to an overall damaged environment. Fleer also found that "no child 

questioned what had created the environmental problems, but rather 

took that for granted and concentrated upon technological solutions." 

These three studies provide further insights into children's 

perceptions of the environment, and the environmental issues 

that concern them. Drawings are particularly useful in portraying 

an overall outlook on the environment, ranging from positive to 

negative. Although each of these studies took place in different 

countries and employed different questions the drawings allow for 

an examination of similarities and differences across cultures. 

These studies on children's perceptions provide a foundation 

for examining children's ideas and understandings about the 

environment and nature. Researchers used a variety of methods 

to ascertain children's ideas: interviews, drawings, photographs, 

longitudinal studies, informal walks and discussion, journals and 

observation. Generally children see nature as a world untouched 

by humans. This finding with primary school aged children 

(aged 6-12) was reinforced by Rejeski (1992), Keliher (1997), 
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Bonnet and Williams (1998) and even in Connell et al., (1999), 

and Hillcoat's et al., (1995) study with older students. Several of 

the researchers referred to ideas of separateness as a subsidiary 

finding but examining how children perceive people in relation to 

the environment was not a key focal point. Occasionally a broader 

connotation of nature encompassing surroundings or the world 

emerged. Nature was also perceived in a range of other ways-as a 

place for recreation and relaxation to a threatened or threatening 

place (e.g., Wals, 1994b). 

All children of all ages and in all locals were concerned about 

environmental issues, however the issues they discussed might vary. 

Some students talked about pollution and water quality whereas 

others included what might be considered more 'social problems' such 

as nuclear war and general destruction. Drawings were a useful 

tool for highlighting children's environmental concerns as well as 

outlooks on the environment. Several researchers (e.g., Barraza, 

1999: Fleer, 2002; Alerby, 2000) examined children's outlooks 

on the future of the environment showing that a majority of the 

children depicted primarily gloomy outlooks. Technology was also a 

predominant theme in renderings from students in Mexico, England 

and Australia. 

Influences on children's perceptions were suggested by 

researchers and in some cases cited by the students. Television, 

family, classroom instruction and personal experience were named 

as influential. A few ideas about responsibility and empowerment 

emerged from these studies, for example Connell et al., (1999) and 

Hillcoat et al., (1995) found that students generally did not feel a 

sense of empowerment regarding the environment, but these issues 

are not a primary focal point. Alerby (1998) defined a category for 
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responsibility but no details on results were available. The idea 

that aspects of the broader social context might be an important 

influence on children's perceptions of the environment is an area 

that needs further exploration. A current study regarding children, 

the environment and a broader social context has been undertaken 

by Walker, an Australian environmental educator and researcher 

(2000). Comparisons of findings from these two samples will provide 

broad insights into New South Wales children's perspectives on the 

environment. Unfortunately, published results were not available at 

the time of this writing. 

2.4 Summary 

The bulk of environmental education research pertaining to 

children concentrates on students' environmental knowledge, 

attitudes, behaviors, and learning outcomes. Little is known 

about how children make sense of the notion of environment. 

However, a recurring theme was an emphasis on the importance of 

understanding children's ideas and perceptions about the notion of 

environment. 

Research that used exploratory methods to investigate children's 

perceptions of the environment revealed that children have a range 

of ideas and interpretations about nature and the environment. 

Though they are concerned about environmental issues, they feel 

disempowered to effect change. While little research was found that 

specifically examined how children position themselves and others in 

relation to the environment, a few studies alluded to position and the 

ideas of separateness from the environment. 

This thesis explores children's notions of the environment as well 

as examines some of the practices in the surrounding community 
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that could influence their ideas. While environmental education is 

a primary vehicle for teaching about the environment, children's 

perceptions are influenced in other ways as well. Few studies were 

found that situated children's understanding in the larger context 

of the community. The next chapter describes the research design 

and methods used to explore children's perceptions of the notion of 

environment and situate them within the broader context of the 

surrounding community. 
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Chapter3 

Research Design 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter One explored the multiple meanings associated with 

the notion of environment as well as the varied interpretations 

of environmental education. The notion of environment and 

environmental education were found to have different meanings 

for different audiences. Chapter Two examined the environmental 

research pertaining to children's perceptions of the notion of 

environment, highlighting that there is little research that explores 

children's perceptions about the notion of environment and even less 

research that places the children's perspectives on the environment 

within a broader context. A review of the literature indicates that 

while little research has been done regarding children's perceptions 

of the notion of the environment some researchers and educators 

consider this information to be a critical underpinning for all 

teaching and learning in this area. 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research design 

used to examine how children perceive the notion of environment. 

The research design also explores the practices surrounding the 

portrayal of the notion of environment in the community. The 

primary question was 

1) How do children make sense of the notion of 

environment? 

There were three main aspects to exploration of the primary 

question: 
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(a) What environmental issues emerge in children's 

perspectives about the environment? 

b) How do children position people in relation to the 

environment? 

c) Who is attributed with responsibility for the 

environment? 

The subsidiary questions were 

2) How is the notion of the environment reified in the 

community surrounding the children? 

3) What is the relationship between children's 

perspectives of the environment and the practices in the 

broader community? 

3.2 Conceptual Underpinning 

Traditionally, environmental education researchers adopted 

methods from applied science research (P. Hart & Nolan, 1999, 

p. 2). The appropriation of these methods can be traced to the 

. scientific origins of environmental education. Contemporary 

critiques regarding the suitability of this approach for research in 

environmental education are numerous (e.g., Blake & Cock, 1987; 

Robottom & P. Hart, 1993). More recently there has been a shift 

to integrate interpretive, critical and postmodern lines of inquiry 

within environmental education research (P. Hart & Nolan, 1999, p. 

2). The interpretivist framework was selected for this thesis because 

it provides a framework for understanding the complexity of the 

notion of environment as portrayed in real-life situations ( Graue & 

Walsh, 1998, p. 5). 
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The main assumption of this framework is that meaning: 

is being constructed in and out of interaction between human 
beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within 
an essentially social context 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 42). 

Based on the assumption that construction of meaning is situated 

historically, socially and culturally in context (Graue & Walsh, 1998, 

p. xvi), it was deemed essential to explore children's views within the 

social context of their lived experience. 

Little ~f any attention is :paid to the contexts in which children 
live (p. 1) In traditional research on children, the context in 
which the child acts is irrelevant beyond its specification as a 
variable in the research design 

(Graue & Walsh, 1998) 

While environmental education is considered a primary vehicle 

for learning about the environment, it is likely that children receive 

information about the environment from places other than school. 

Therefore, in addition to soliciting input from children, it was 

important to learn how the notion of environment was reified in the 

broader context of the surrounding com~unity. 

3.3 Methodological Lens: Communities of Practice 

Communities of practice is a social theory of learning proposed by 

Etienne Wenger (1998). This theory emphasizes social participation 

as a primary focus and places "learning in the context of our 

lived experience of participation in the world" (Wenger, 1998, p. 

3). Communities of practice provided an evaluative framework for 

examining the context within which children conceptualize the 

notion of environment (Wenger, 1998). It also provided a framework 
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for examining the relationships between the children's perspectives 

and the practices in the surrounding community. 

The primary lens adapted to this thesis is the concept of 

reification, which provided an entry into the shared learning of 

the sample. Reify means "to regard or treat an abstraction or an 

idea as if it has concrete or material existence" (Morris, 1976, p. 

1097). In Wenger's (1998) theory the products of reification are not 

simply material objects (p. 61). They are also ways of participating 

and understanding that are perpetuated within social constructs. 

Identifying these perceptions from the community helped uncover 

how children were processing information. 

A child's perception of the environment is created by multiple 

influences dust as a color photograph is created by a series of 

monochromatic layers. When combined, the colors in a photograph 

create a vivid picture; likewise, the multiple layers of a child's world 

view combine to make a framework that guides and influences each 

child's perceptions. Figure 1 below illustrates the layers used to 

explore children's perceptions of the notion of environment. 

Community 
Environmental 

Issues 

Figure 1. Multiple influences inform a child's perceptions. (Modified from 

Figure 4.1 in Wenger, 1998, p. 105). 
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3.4 Setting and Sample 

One hundred and twelve children from three different schools were 

the center of the research. An important criteria of the schools selected 

was their close proximity and resulting commonalities and shared 

resources. The proximity of the schools is important because of the 

shared characteristics that could potentially influence children's 

perceptions of the environment. Shared factors include management 

of waste and sewage, water supplies and land use. The water 

supplies come from several sources. A large dam or weir is the 

primary source, but water is also supplied from alluvial deposits. 

Additionally, water users outside of urban areas rely on ground 

water, farm dams and access to streams (Norman, 1990, p. 7). A 

1990 community profile of the area describes the sewage treatment 

in the region as a mix: "it is dealt with by treatment works ... and 

a mixture of filtration, golf course watering, ocean outfall and river 

release" (p. 8). "Recycling has become a high profile factor of waste 

management within the Shire as community awareness of the 

environmental hazards of landfill disposal become more evident" 

(Norman, 1990, p. 8). 

The three schools are located in the south east comer of New 

South Wales. New South Wales is the fourth largest in size of all the 

Australian states. The cosmopolitan city of Sydney, as well as rural 

outback and farming country can all be found in this 800,000 square 

kilometer area. The state is bordered to the east by the Pacific Ocean 

with 1,200 kilometers of coastline and a hospitable climate (Robinson, 

1994). Much of the surrounding land is State Forests, National Parks 

and State Recreation Areas. The region in which the schools are located 

is rural and contains the only area identified as coastal wilderness in 
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New South Wales. Additionally, a large number of breeding areas for 

fish, shellfish and waterfowl are located in the area; some of these areas 

are protected lands (Norman, 1990, p. 7). These coastal environments 

are undergoing rapid development and as a result, there are concerns 

regarding the pollution and contamination of the waterways. 

The schools selected are located within a fifty-kilometer radius. 

In addition to the shared resources there are several important 

differences. Each of these townships has a different economic base. 

One town is highly dependent on dairy farming, the next is a rapidly 

growing tourist destination with a strong fishing industry and the 

other was formerly a logging town, but most residents today either run 

small cottage industries or commute the short distance to the other 

burgeoning townships. The area is in the midst of rapid change. Over 

time, the region has been used for coastal harvesting, gold mining, 

dairy farming, corn production and pig farming. Fishing and timber 

were the primary industries until more recently; now, tourism and 

retirement settlements predominate (Norman, 1990, p. 9). Fishing and 

forestry showed the largest decrease and the highest growth industries 

include sales and trade, community services, tourist services and 

financial services (Norman, 1990, p. 23). 

An important shared characteristic is that all schools are 

public, under the jurisdiction of the New South Wales Department 

of Education and Training. None of these schools had any overt 

mission or goals regarding environmental education beyond the 

curricular requirements as described in Chapter Six. They share 

the same framework for curricula--referring to all programs 

operating in the school. The syllabus includes the following core 

learning areas: English, Math, Science & Technology, Human 

Society and Its Environment, Creative and Practical Arts, Health, 
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Physical Education and Personal Development. Formalized 

environmental education is conducted through Human Society and 

Its Environment. 

Children aged eleven, twelve and thirteen were selected for this 

study because they are at transition between elementary school 

and intermediate school. Understandings from this age group could 

significantly influence program design for younger students as well 

as introduce ideas to help formulate programs for older students. 

3.5 Data Collection 

The data collected is a large and varied information resource 

including children's artwork, interviews with children, interviews 

with school faculty, parent questionnaires as well as documents from 

local media. This diverse data is illustrated below in Figure 2. 

ChUSsArt 

• t 
Que aires 

Figure 2. Data collection array. 

There were two phases to the data gathering. The first focused 

on the children and their ideas about the environment. The second 

focused on the context surrounding the child. Interviews with 

teachers and principals, written questionnaires from parents, as 
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well as investigation oflocal media were included in the sample to 

provide insights about how the notion of environment was reified 

within the broader social context of the community. All data and 

information sources were combined to build a collective case study 

(see Table 1). 

Table 1. Entire sample from interviews and documents 

Type of DaltJai Quantity 

Interviews 

Children (age 11 to 13) 112 

Teachers 10 

Principals 3 

Documents 
Children's Drawings 111 
Newspaper Articles 151 
Television Infomercials 29 

Parent Questionnaires 30 

3.5.1 Children 

Drawings and interviews were used to gather children's 

views about the environment. First, the classroom teacher was 

asked to introduce the concept of environment and request that 

children create a drawing or story describing their ideas about 

the environment in the future. All teachers received the same 

instructions (see Appendix A) and varied the implementation 

according to their own individual teaching style. Teachers' delivery 

of the instructions also revealed insights into their perceptions of the 

notion of environment. The 111 drawings became an integral part of 

the data. They also served as a vehicle for initiating conversation in 

small group interviews. Figure 3 on the following page shows how 

one child depicted the environment. 
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Figure 3. Child's drawing of the environment. 

Once children had completed their artwork they participated 

in small group interviews. The groups were gathered outside the 

classroom a distance away from any immediate distractions from 

other school activities. With their artwork in hand, the children 

described their drawings. These narratives provided the impetus 

for a conversation about environmental issues that they saw as 

important. 

A predominantly unstructured approach was chosen for 

these interviews. Several questions were standardized across all 

interviews. The primary question was, "What does the environment 

mean to you?" The goal was to allow children to lead the 
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conversation and select topics of importance to them. Children were 

not provided with any parameters from the researcher regarding 

which aspects of the environment constituted acceptable responses. 

Appendix A includes the guiding questions used for children's group 

interviews. 

One hundred and twelve year six students in thirty-five 

small groups participated in the interviews. While the majority 

of interview groups had three students, occasionally four or five 

participated. One hundred and eleven contributed drawings. This 

variation is because seven children provided drawings but were not 

present for the interviews. Also, eight children participated in the 

interviews but did not provide artwork. The number of children that 

participated in each activity is detailed in Table 2 below. 

Table 2. Student participation 

Interviews Drawings 

Students participating solely 
8 

in interviews 

Students submitting only 
7 

drawings 

Students participating in 
interviews and submitting 104 104 
drawings ordournals 

Total 112 111 

3.5.2 The surrounding community 

Teachers, principals and parents were included in the 

sample to provide insights about the notion of environment from 

the community surrounding the children. Questions posed to 

parents and faculty differed from those asked of the children. 

The central focus of the interviews with school faculty and the 
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parental questionnaire was to gain an understanding about 

how environmental education is perceived and the practice of 

implementing coursework in the schools. Newspaper articles 

and television infomercials were also included because of their 

potential to reveal how the notion of environment was portrayed in 

the broader community. The sample was selected to provided the 

broadest information base given the fieldwork limitations of time and 

distance. 

Teachers 

Ten teachers were interviewed using a semi-structured 

interview schedule. Year Five and Six teachers were included and 

one teacher of younger students. In one instance, two teachers were 

interviewed together. The interview schedule focused on teachers' 

personal perspectives on the environment and individual practices 

regarding implementing programs in the schools. Variations in 

how teachers explained the topic 'environment' for their classroom 

in the introductory activity also provided insights about how they 

personally contextualize the notion of environment. It was important 

to learn about the practice of implementing programs, not the formal 

requirements and mandates. Guiding questions for the teacher 

interviews are included in Appendix A. 

Principals 

The principals from the three primary schools participated 

in the interviews. Their questions, slightly different from 

the teachers', focused on administrative ideas regarding the 

importance of and the implementation of environmental education 

in the curricula. Additionally the principals were asked to 

provide their impressions of the community's perspective on the 
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environment and ideas regarding major influences on children's 

perceptions of the environment. 

Parents 

A take-home questionnaire was designed to gain insights from 

parents of the students who were interviewed. Thirty households 

of the 112 responded (27%). The questions listed below yielded the 

information that was used to provide the parents' perspectives. The full 

questionnaire is included in Appendix A. 

1) What does environmental education mean to you? 

2) How important is environmental education? 

3) What do you think are some of the most important 

environmental issues? 

4) What kinds of things do you think can make a 

difference for the environment? 

N ewsp_Qcpers 

One hundred and fifty-one articles were examined. Newspapers 

were found to be a valuable source because they provided a glimpse 

over time from a very localized perspective. While the fieldwork 

took place over three weeks the articles provided insights into 

environmental issues that occurred prior _to the visit as well as 

ongoing concerns. Papers available at coffee shops, grocers and 

other places frequented by residents were collected. To provide a 

longitudinal perspective the researcher examined two previous 

months of newspaper archives from archives at the central offices. 
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Television Infomercials 

Ecotips are 10 to 30 second informative commercials with an 

environmental theme. The infomercials reviewed for this thesis were 

accessed through a tape from a local television office. The archived 

commercials provided insights into the environmental topics and 

manner of presentation used to engage the audience. Appendix 

B provides a list of key themes identified in the Ecotips from the 

archival tape. 

3.6 Analytic Tools 

Analysis of the data required finding a balance between allowing 

the data to 'tell a story' and formulating a system to examine and 

interpret the content. Miles and Huberman's (1994) book, Qualitative 

Data Analysis provided guidelines for handling the data in a 

systematic way. The qualitative analysis software program Non 

Numerical Unstructured Data• Indexing Searching and Theorizing 

software (NUD • 1ST) provided a framework for examining this 

unstructured data. NUD • 1ST was used to organize the data and 

to provide a systematic method of coding. The program is designed 

to facilitate flexible coding, classification and re-classification of 

relationships among categories created by the researcher. The 

software does not 'do' the analysis or select the relationships between 

nodes. These relationships rely on the researcher (P. Bazely, personal 

communication, June 28, 2001; Gahan & Hannibal, 1998). 

The analysis involved several stages. First, broad categories were 

created. Each category was given a place in the indexing system of 

NUD•IST, referred to as a node. A node is a place to store coded text 

(Gahan & Hannibal, 1998, p. 8). The first categories were created 

by identifying those aspects that were easy to discern; for example, 
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topics such as pollution could easily be identified and grouped 

(Wolcott, 2001). In this way a broad picture of the data began to 

form. 

Another stage in the analysis involved collaboration with outside 

researchers to analyze the coding and categories. While involving 

an outside panel of expert judges would have been the optimum 

situation for verifying the reliability of the coding, this was not 

practical due to limitations in time and funding. The categories were 

however, examined by outside experts at two separate stages in their 

development. First, the preliminary categories were examined by an 

expert in using children's drawings for analysis, Dr. Julie Kaomea 

Thirugnanam, from the University of Hawaii. Dr. Thirugnanam 

verified initial codes and provided new insights. Later, when the 

categories were nearly complete (95% developed) Dr. Pat Bazeley, an 

expert in the use ofNUD•IST and qualitative research scrutinized 

all of the categories and made suggestions. Her suggestions were 

integrated into the coding systems of the software, NUD•IST during 

an independent workshop. Dr. Bazeley also carefully examined the 

template discussed in the next section which was developed for 

coding all data for this thesis. 

The list on the page following were topics generated from the 

childrens' drawings. Nodes were created for each of these topics and 

integrated into the NUD • 1ST program for content analysis. Any 

apparent omission indicates that topic was not found in the children's 

artwork. 
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Air Animals Antarctic 

Beaches Catchment Coastal 

Fauna Forest Habitat 

Lakes Ocean Ozone 

Plants River Soil 

Trees Water Waterways 

Wetland 

In the next stage of analysis these elements from the natural 

environment were also grouped into larger defining categories, 

as listed below in Table 3. To ensure consistency in coding, the 

researcher defined all nodes. A list of nodes used in this thesis is 

included in Appendix C. 

Table 3. Sample ofi nodes created for coding in NUD • IST 

Node 

Elements from the 
natural environment: 

Environmental 
processes 

Environmental 
uses 

Examples 

trees, animals, ocean 

pollution, extinction, flooding, global 
warmmg 

recreation, farming forestry, dairy 
farming, irrigation, logging, residential, 
tourism, swimming, woodchipping 

Data could then be cross-referenced by creating matrices to 

illustrate the relationships among various data. For instance, in 

addition to examining elements from the natural environment, the 

researcher also examined how children discussed the environment. 

Separating the environmental processes from natural issues 

provided a way to examine how students talked about natural 

issues. For example, when students talked about pollution did they 

link this process with an element from the natural environment such 
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as the river? What types of pollution were discussed and illustrated? 

Matrices showed relationships and patterns and facilitated another 

level of interpretation. 

The matrices were formatted into graphs and were used 

throughout the data presentation chapters to provide a visual 

glimpse of relationships between concepts. This interpretive research 

incorporated both qualitative and quantitative methods in order to 

maximize potential understanding. The graphs show general themes 

that emerged and frequency of occurrence. Within the graphs is a 

reference to a unit of measure. Units of measure varied for different 

types of data. For instance, in all parent questionnaires, drawings 

and newspaper articles the unit of measure is an individual 

document; whereas within the interviews a text unit refers to a line 

of text. The unit of measure is noted on each graph. 

A unifying tool or template was created for examining this 

diverse data (see Appendix C). The following section describes the 

way in which this template was adapted and modified for each type 

of interview or document. The template provided the structure 

for a systematic examination of all the drawings and formed the 

foundation for examining other data as well. 

3. 7 Template 

Initially, the template was designed as a way to explore the 

childrens' drawings. First, a preliminary set of 30 student drawings 

was examined. Each drawing in the sample set was examined using 

the template and the topics were continually revised as patterns 

and strong themes emerged during the multiple reviews. In this 

way, patterns and themes emerged from the data, rather than 

themes being imposed upon the data. Coding and organizing data 
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thematically is a common technique in qualitative research (Fleet & 

Cambourne, 1989). 

One example of a recurring pattern that emerged concerns 

the positioning of people. Closer examination revealed that people 

were often excluded entirely from the drawings. Positioning was 

integrated as an important evaluative dimension. Another pattern 

that emerged was how students talked about people's actions or 

lack of actions towards the environment. These ideas were placed 

under the category human influence or responsibility. The question, 

"Where do students attribute responsibility for the environment?" 

added another important evaluative dimension. 

The template combined with the research questions provided 

a unifying guide for examining the interviews as well as the 

documents. However, each new type of data required slightly 

different handling. For example, the category 'outlook' was used 

only with students' drawings, which were categorized into four 

broad thematic areas: 1. gloomy; 2. positive; 3. technologically 

oriented; and 4. causal--those exploring the contrast between gloomy 

and positive. These four themes were woven into the fabric of the 

analysis for this portion of the data. Prior research added this 

important dimension to the template (Alerby, 2000; Barraza, 1999 ; 

Fleer, 1999). 

Teachers and principals and parents introduced new perspectives 

and contributed new terms to the categories for coding. Categories 

relating to understandings of environmental education and 

its importance were added to reflect this data. The nodes were 

continually expanded to accommodate these additional ideas. 
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3.8 Pilot, Ethics Approval and Considerations 

3.8.1 Pilot testing 

The data collection for this thesis took place through the 

University of Canberra's Center for Research in Science Technology 

and Environmental Education and was part of a larger study on 

children's perceptions of the environment's future. In 1999, the 

student interview questions and introductory activity were piloted

tested through research conducted through the same center. More 

than 400 school children in the Australian Capital Territory public 

school system participated in this study (Fleer, 1999). 

During the pilot testing disruptive elements such as noisy 

interview settings were identified as potentially affecting the 

· participants' responses. To mitigate this factor, the later interviews 

were conducted further from the classrooms in an effort to reduce 

distractions from other classmates. Also during pilot testing a 

regular routine of sharing children's artwork with teachers was 

implemented. This was a subtle yet important strategy used 

-throughout all subsequent interviews. It served to acquaint teachers 

with the research and alleviate concerns. 

Simply conducting research with children and community 

opens up a dialogue regarding the environment. To provide 

the participants with a venue for continuing this conversation, 

the researcher gave a comprehensive summary of all children's 

comments was returned to the participating teachers and 

administrators soon after the fieldwork. In this way the participants 

had access to the information and could use it to create future 

programs within their schools. Additionally, results will be shared 

with the New South Wales Department of Education. 
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3.8.2 Permissions and approvals 

The interview questions and procedures were approved by the 

Australian Capital Territory Department of Education, the New 

South Wales Department of Education as well as the Committee 

for Human Ethics at the University of Canberra. All other formal 

written permissions required were granted. On the day of the 

interviews each individual was asked if they wanted to participate. 

Of the total invited, one child and one teacher declined. 

Respect for privacy of the individuals, schools and communities 

was an integral part of the research process. The goal of this 

research was to demonstrate the ways in which the environment 

was reified in a community of practice and to illuminate children's 

views, not to spotlight specific individuals or townships. Privacy of 

all participants was respected by removing names from published 

data including references to specific incidents, townships, newspaper 

articles and schools. To further protect privacy and encourage 

forthrightness, no parent names were solicited on questionnaires. All 

teacher, parent, principal and children's names are pseudonyms and 

no references are made to specific schoolnames. 

3.8.3 Limitations 

There is little consensus in the literature on some terms used in 

this thesis. Environment and environmental education, for example, 

are broad terms that have multiple meanings. Environmental 

education can be taken to mean education about the environment, 

education for the environment, or education in the environment 

(Lucas, 1979, reprinted in Gough, 1993). This thesis is open to those 

interpretations as well as any others that emerge. 
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In interpretive research, the researcher is a primary tool of the 

investigation. As Wolcott (2001), predominant qualitative researcher 

states, "only from your own perspective can you report how anyone 

"felt" about what was going on or the "meanings" they attributed 

to a situation'' (p. 33). As an adult, the researcher sees the world 

differently than children do and can only interpret from that 

perspective. Graue expands on this notion in the next statement, 

The construction of knowledge is a human endeavor. It will 
never be certain. Finding 'it' out about children is exceptionally 
difficult .... In doing research with children, one never 
becomes the child. One remains a very definite and readily 
identifiable "other" 

(Graue & Walsh, 1998, p xiv). 

There is also the possibility that participants will strive to "give 

the correct answer". To mitigate these types of efforts attempts were 

made to provide an informal conversational environment with no 

tests or written surveys. The preliminary discussions with groups 

introduced the notion that there were no 'right' or 'wrong' answers. 

This research was exploratory. Research that places children in 

a central position is not a typical characteristic of environmental 

education research. Investigating the relationships between 

children's perceptions of the notion of environment and the portrayal 

of environment in the surrounding context is exploratory as 

well. This thesis integrates selected contextual factors from the 

surrounding community, yet it is important to note that the research 

was not intended to be an in-depth investigation of any single one of 

the contextual factors identified. 
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3.9 Summary 

An interpretivist framework was selected as the best way to gain 

insights into how children make sense of the notion of environment. 

It provided a framework for investigating children's perspectives 

within a broader social context. Over one hundred children aged 

eleven to thirteen contributed drawings and participated in 

interviews about the environment. An important dimension of the 

study included examining factors from the surrounding community 

as well as integrating ideas from parents, teachers, principals and 

local media in order to ascertain any connections with perspectives 

of the children. 

This thesis relied on qualitative methods of inquiry with a 

dedicated effort to applying systematic methods of analysis. The 

software program NUD•IST provided a way to interpret this diverse 

collection of data in a systematic fashion. Additionally, a template 

was designed and used for visual and textual analysis of the 

children's drawings and interviews and subsequently all data. This 

template provided an analytic tool for systematic scrutiny of visual 

· and written data. In tandem with this organizational structure, 

Wenger's Theory Communities of Practice provided an evaluative 

lens for interpreting more subtle layers within the data. 

The next three chapters present the data beginning with 

children's drawings and stories about the environment. 
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Chapter 4 

Children's Representations of Environment in 
Drawings 

4.1 Introduction 

The intent of this thesis was to learn about children's 

perspectives on the notion of environment. This was achieved by 

using drawings and small group interviews to place children's ideas 

in a central position. Data from the children are presented in two 

separate chapters; Chapter Four presents ideas from their drawings, 

while Chapter Five presents the results of the interviews. 

The researcher examined children's views of the environment as 

portrayed in 111 drawings. The following topics were explored: 

a) the general outlooks children portrayed in their entries; 

b) the environmental issues children signaled as important; 

c) the way in which children positioned people in relation to 

the environment; 

d) children's ideas about responsibility towards the 

environment;and 

e) children's ideas about solutions to help the environment. 

Each of these aspects will be explored in turn. 
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4.2 What Outlook is Portrayed by the Drawings? 

The drawings were content analyzed to discover the way in 

which children viewed the environment. Children's outlooks 

depicted in the drawings were classified in four categories: 

technologically oriented; gloomy; causal or positive. Figure 4, on 

the following page, shows the relationships between categories. 

0£the 111 drawings, approximately one half1 47%, illustrated a 

technologically- oriented outlook. Thirty-six percent were placed 

in the gloomy category, 14% were designated as causal and 12% 

positive. In a few instances there were strong statements 0£ 

duality within a sample, therefore those drawings were placed in 

two categories. The primary overlap pertained to drawings with 

technological artifacts, for instance, a drawing could be positive 

with a predominance o£technological artifacts, therefore it was 

grouped in both categories. 

1) The technologically oriented category included drawings 

filled with technological artifacts, as well as those describing 

scientific advances. 

2) The gloomy category included drawings with 

predominantly distressing outlooks, such as death, war, and 

pollution. 

3) The causal category contained drawings that contrast two 

different kinds o£outcomes. 

4) The positive category had drawings with positive images, 

such as thriving plants, birds, and sunshine. 
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Figure 4. General outlook portrayed in children's drawings. 

4.2.1 Technologically oriented outlook 

Drawings with a technologically oriented perspective comprised 

the largest category, with 52 entries. Entries containing one or more 

of the following characteristics were placed in the technologically

oriented category: 

a) futuristic landscapes decorated with hover cars and 

floating cities, 

b) an abundance of technological artifacts; and 

c) entries alluding to 'science' as a solution for 

environmental problems. 

The majority of these drawings depicted a landscape filled with 

technological artifacts as in Figure 5 on the next page. 
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Figure 5. Peter's depiction of a technologically laden environment. 

Drawings in this category seldom included trees or other 

elements from nature. Flying cars and floating cities as well as very 

· tall buildings were predominantly featured (see Figures 5 and 6). 
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and the environment. 
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Figure 6. Darell's illustration of the environment. 

Children's drawings in this category also exhibited a belief 

in technology's ability to 'make life easier'. The children's ideas 

extended to health care and adaptations or changes to the human 

form such as 'robot legs' or even gills as Cecelia describes below. 

People may be born with out [sic] the body iparts that aren't 
needed such as appendices and tonsils. And have gills so we 
can breath underwater. 

Cecelia 

Don't have to walk use robot legs. 

Kendell 

Children also exhibited a belief in the power of science to invent 

solutions. Children depicted discoveries of new animals and new 

inventions. Other children reflected on environmental issues and 

fantasized about solutions such as the creation of a new ozone layer: 
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People might try to make some sort of o-zone layer to protect us. 

Brent 

In the example below, the child imagined that trees would grow 

again instantly after being cut down. 

More forest that you can cut the trees down and they just grow 
straight back up. 

Alice 

In the following quotation the child could be linking the idea that 

while the air will be heavily polluted 'science' will be able to fix that 

problem as well. 

I think that there will be lots of pulotion [pollution] in the air 
and science will be amazing . ... 

Anita 

These solutions are a bit fantastic, and demonstrate an optimistic 

belief in 'science' to produce almost anything needed to solve 

environmental problems, even extending to the creation of a new 

ozone layer. The next category represents an entirely different 

perspective. The emphasis changes from a technological orientation 

to depictions of environmental damage. 

4.2.2 Gloomy outlook 

A substantial segment (32%) of the sample depicted 

environmental catastrophes. Thirty-five children illustrated and 

described a polluted world portraying a gloomy outlook. Topics in 

this category ranged from depictions of atmospheric and water 

pollution to drawings illustrating horrific destruction leading to 

human extinction. For example in Figure 7 on the next page, Natalie 

drew a heavily polluted environment. 
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Figure 7. Natalie's view of the environment. 

In Natalie's drawing the situation appears dire. The car and 

factory are both emitting large volumes of smoke. "The only trees in 

sight" have no leaves. There are no visible humans, no one is seen 

to enter or leave the buildings. The caption talks about purchasing 

fresh air from shops because the air is too polluted to breathe. Other 

children's depictions were also filled with war, destruction, and 

hunger. In many illustrations in this category as well, there were no 

trees, plants or humans. Blake, quoted below, was concerned about 

extinction development and war resulting in fewer animals, less 

room to play and more weapons. 

There will be no amimals [animals] lost [lots] more city and 
not much room to play. Lost [lots] more homes [bombs] gunes 
[guns]. 

Blake 
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Entries categorized as gloomy depicted a wide range of 

environmental problems and concerns. While pollution was a 

predominant theme, children introduced a range of ideas such as 

"there will be no wild animals they will be in zoo's and circuses all 

over the world." Another child illustrated icebergs from the Antarctic 

crashing into land. Another drew flowers with captions saying 

"help me" and wrote that "most of the trees will be dead." In the 

gloomy category no alternatives were offered whereas in the 'causal' 

category described next, children explored alternative ideas that 

could help the environment. 

4.2.3 Causal outlook 

Thirteen percent of the children exhibited an awareness of 

different possibilities or 'cause and effect'. These fifteen children 

(14%) overtly contrasted positive and negative futures. Figure 8 

on the next page, shows an example of one child's presentation of 

contradictory outcomes. The child drew two scenarios: robots taking 

over versus a world that includes robots in a peaceful environment. 

The upper portion of the drawing shows robots cutting down trees 

while a huge factory in the background billows out smoke and 

pollution. No sun, animals, birds or people are pictured. "The robots 

take over and cut down all the trees," leaving only tree stumps. The 

contrasting image beneath illustrates a symbiosis between beings 

and nature. All the trees are standing. There are birds in the sky, 

and people and robots are friends walking side by side in a peaceful 

harmonious setting. 
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Figure 8. Cathy contrasts two scenarios. 

Cathy overtly contrasts the two environments showing robots 

taking over and destroying the trees in one and people as friends 

with robots in the other. Each element is contrasted. The destructive 

scene has a factory, whereas the peaceful scene has trees, birds and 

the sun prominently figured. In the next example, one side of the 

drawing has "ortomanik" [automatic] everything including a tall 

building, a hover car and an automatic walking path. The opposite 

side has no 'living' elements. The world is a vacant, unpopulated 

landscape with mountains and sea, but no trees, no buildings, and 

no people, animals or plants anywhere to be seen. 
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Figure 9. Patricia contrasts a world with "automatic everything" and a 
world with no sand or creatures only mountains and the sea. 

Patricia's view shows a heavily automated world contrasted with 

a world devoid of any trace of people or human influence. In the 

:first scenario, the "automated world" there are no elements from 

the natural environment, and a swimming pool has a predominant 

place on the page. The second scenario includes large elements from 

the natural world, and places the ocean in an oppositional position 

to the swimming pool. Patricia drawing provides insights into 

two dramatically different views of the environment, one suggests 

human influence is predominant and the other suggests that there 

is no human influence on the environment. In both examples 

Figures 8 and 9, children divided the paper in half and used each 

half to illustrate a different scenario. Children used other means of 
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contrasting two different types of futures. One child simply listed 

items that would be "good" and "bad." 

Good things: More technology cures for sickness, quicker, safer 
transport. There mhght not be so many 3rd world countries. 

Bad things: Artificial rainforests, not so many trees. more 
animals could become extinkt [extinct]. 

Aliana 

Entries in this category showed that some of the children were 

demonstrating an awareness of cause and effect and considered 

that there might be alternative futures or the possibility of different 

outcomes. The final section depicts positive outlooks. 

4.2.4 Positive outlook 

Positive entries represent the smallest category. Only 13, 

(12%) of the 111 entries communicated a positive feeling about the 

environment. The positive drawings were a strong contrast to those 

in the technological and gloomy categories. Natural elements such 

as trees, flowers the sun and birds appeared with frequency. Even in 

these cheerful renderings people often were omitted. 
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Figure 10. Kath illustrates a harmonious environment. 

Some positive sentiments such as, "I think in the future, 

the environment will be very clean!" were bold and affirmative. 

Others, while still demonstrating a positive outlook, appeared less 

spontaneous and more cliche: "Hopefully the trees that we've planted 

today will change our tomorrow." 

Figure 10 and Figure 11 illustrate urbanized areas with clean, 

organized cities. These drawings include greenscape and cultivated 

areas with healthy-looking flowers and trees. The sun is shining 

and there are no signs of pollution. These urban environments also 
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included futuristic-looking vehicles on the roadways. In contrast to 

vehicles in the gloomy category, these appear to be exhaust free. 
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Use the other side if you need mere room,. 

Figure 11. Sally's city has an abundance of parks and trees. 

The positive entries depicted an abundance of elements from the 

natural environment, in particular trees and flowers and generally 

evoked a peaceful, pleasant ambiance. 

The drawings were categorized into four general outlooks 

to provide a broad overview of children's perspectives. One 

commonality across all outlooks, except the positive, was a scarcity 

of elements from the natural environment. Because these children 

live in what could be perceived as a very idyllic setting, the 

predominance of gloomy and technologically laden entries appeared 
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incongruous. To explore children's perceptions further the researcher 

examined environmental issues depicted in their drawings. 

4.3 What Environmental Issues Emerge as 
Important? 

Children depicted environmental concerns ranging from 

frequent renderings with polluted cities or polluted water to a 

few representations of rising sea level and overpopulation. In 

fact, pollution appeared in a little over a quarter of the entries, 

and extinction was the second most prevalent concern. Other 

environmental issues such as global warming or the thinning ozone 

layer were not mentioned as shown in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Environmental issues in children's drawings. 

Children discussed pollution in a variety of ways. Some of these 

comments were general, others were more specific: 

I think the world will be ploded [polluted] a lot more. 

James 
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There will be more cities and more poloshon [pollution]. The 
sea levels will rise. A big polation [population]. There will be 
no planes. 

Amye 

The devastation and pollution shown in the drawing below 

extends to the river, trees and humans. The factory looms over the 

setting in the background. The trees on the borders have no leaves 

or fruit. Perhaps most disturbing of all is the human figure with the 

caption "I'm dieing." 

Figure 13. Ernie's dramatic rendering of a polluted environment. 

The drawing above shows a heavily polluted environment. Ernie's 

drawing is just one of many that illustrated or referred to extreme 

pollution of water. The river, is filled with fish that appear to be dead 

and pours out from the factory. 

Water for drinking was a primary concern. Other children 

discussed irrigation; and contamination of the ocean, lakes, rivers 

and seas. Children's concerns regarding water pollution include 

the following: 
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Water would probably be to dirty to drink from oil spills; 

Lynn 

There will be no fresh water; 

Bill 

A dead river; 

Mark 

I think that in 50 year the water will be very polluted because it 
is already polluted. 

Mary 

Other environmental issues in addition to water were examined 

through children's depictions of natural elements. Natural elements 

depicted in drawings were categorized to determine which items 

predominated. Trees, plants or both were included with the 

greatest frequency. Water, air and animals were next in frequency. 

See Figure 14 below for a graphic representation of the relative 

occurrence of different elements from the natural environment. 
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Figure 14. Elements from natural environment featured in children's 
drawings. 
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While trees and plants were the predominant environmental 

artifacts they usually were not healthy in appearance. In fact they 

are often pictured dead, in need of protection or altered to adapt to a 

new environment. There were several distinct categories: trees and 

plants are damaged or dying, trees and plants are protected, and 

trees and plants adapt. The drawing below, Figure 15, shows a large 

tractor plowing down a tree with only tree stumps and what appears 

to be a chainsaw in the foreground. 

4.3.1 Trees are harvested. 
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Figure 15. Edin illustrates a clear cut in the forest. 

Another child discussed the idea that most of the trees would 

be gone as a result of human use. In this example, the child 

explains that use of trees for paper and construction has led to their 

disappearance. 

I think in fifty years most of the trees would probably be gone 
because of paper and more houses. 

Lynn 

Lynn lives in a region where logging is a commercial industry. 

She and her peers might see entire forest areas clear cut and 
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this obviously has an impact. The above quotation shows an 

understanding of the relationship between the harvesting of trees 

and human consumption. 

4.3.2 Plan ts are protected or adapt. 

Some children imagined ways to protect plants and trees from 

harm and others endowed the plants with the ability to evolve 

protective adaptations. In Figure 16 below, the student placed plants 

and trees within a protective biosphere or shield. 

I think that in 50 years all the fiora and fauna will be kept in 
giant special greenhouses. 

Marie 

I 

Figure 16. Marie designs a protective biosphere for plants and animals. 

Tommy also designed a way to protect plants with a special spray 

shown in Figure 17, below. 

Figure 17. Tommy imagines a way to protect plants from harm. 
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Another emerging theme was that plants would adapt to a new 

environment. 

In the future I think the environment I think the plants will be 
polluited [polluted] and very weird. 

Erin 

Figure 18. Erin's rendering of a plant that adapts to changes in the 
environment. 

Generally, in the drawings children depicted an overwhelmingly 

technological environment with a great deal of pollution, especially 

of water. Most renderings had few trees or artifacts from the natural 

environment. While children presented trees and plants more 

than any other artifacts from the natural environment, they were 

damaged. Another pattern was that generally, people were not in the 

picture. In some cases, people are positioned within the illustration, 

yet in distress. The next section examines children's positioning of 

people within the environment. 
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4.4 How are People Positioned in Relation to the 
Environment? 

Positioning in this thesis refers to ho~ humans are pictured 

or discussed in relation to the environment. In Ernie's drawing 

below, for example, he shows a human figure positioned within the 

environment but in obvious distress. 
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Figure 19. Ernie's drawing showing a person positioned within the 
environment. 

In many of the other entries, people were missing entirely from 

the picture. Closer examination revealed that out of the sample 

of 111 entries, 65 of the children, (59%) did not include people 

anywhere in the picture or story. Figure 20 on the following page 

provides a graphic representation of children's visual renderings of 

people as a part of the environment. In eleven of the entries children 
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included only a part of a person, or an erased person or a being that 

appeared more robot-like than human. 
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Figure 20. Representation of people in children's drawings. 

Section 4.4.1 No people are pictured 

Over fifty percent of the 111 entries included no figures 

representing people anywhere in the landscape. An example of the 

absence of people can be seen in Figure 21 below. Arthur drew an 

environment filled with roadways and buildings, but no people. In 

addition, no animals or plants are present. 

Figure 21. Arthur's drawing of an environment showing no people, plants 
or animals. 
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It was surprising to find that even in two of the positive entries, 

that depict a clean urban environment (see Figures 22 and 23) there 

is no visual or textual reference to people other than spheres that 

could be interpreted as heads within the vehicles. 
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Figures 22 and 23. Even these peaceful landscapes are devoid of people. 

4.4.2 People are pictured within the environment, but 
distanced or protected. 

Where people are pictured, they are often protected from the 

environment. The next illustrations show people who are distanced 

from the environment in some fashion. In Figures 24 and 25 the 

children have used protective gear and a freeze chamber to insulate 

the people from the environment. 
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Figure 24. John illustrates protective gear. 

98 



Figure 25. In Kendell's drawing people are placed in a freeze chamber. 

The drawing below also shows people protected with masks 

and safety gear and distanced f:rom the environment. The drawing 

shows a polluted environment with all 0£ the vehicles and the factory 

emitting smoke. Three-eyed mutated and dying fish indicate that 

the river is also heavily polluted. 

Figure 26. Bobby's rendering showing people 
positioned within the environment. 
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In other illustrations the examples are dire as well: people are hurt, 

damaged or dying. Figures wear protective face and body gear. One 

child pictured people crying while they waged war. Children drew 

people weeping, had captions describing people dying from hunger 

and referred to humans being endangered. 

4.4.3 People are pictured unprotected within the 
environment 

In the final category, children positioned people within the 

environment with no protection or special gear and in no apparent 

distress. In these examples people were pictured in the center of the 

page playing, smiling while standing on a moving "sidewalk" and 

driving a convertible as in Figure 27. 

Figure 27. Lisa shows a person positioned within the environment, 
unprotected. 

Another example of a human free of distress and placed solidly 

within the drawing is in Figure 28, an example from the causal 

category. In the second scenario, a female figure is represented 

without distress and placed solidly within the drawing. 
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Figure 28. Cathy's drawing showing people and robots positioned within 
the environment. 

There were also drawings that included figures that were 

not human, such as in Cathy's drawing which has a plentiful 

representation of robots. These futuristic interpretations rendered 

figures in a variety of ways: robots, clones of humans and robots, and 

renderings reminiscent of the "Jetsons or Futurama" from television. 

Not surprisingly robots were represented nearly as often as humans 

in the technologically oriented entries. The robots were often 

relieving humans of drudgery and chores: 

Robots will be servents [servants]. 

John 
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Robots that do all the housework so mum's can relax. 

Carline 

These drawings reveal that the children have different 

ideas regarding the positioning of people in relationship to the 

environment. The majority of the children have omitted people from 

their drawings and the captions. If people are removed from the 

environment then to whom do children attribute responsibility for 

the environment? The next section investigates how these children 

represent ideas of responsibility towards the environment. 

4.5 Who is Responsible for the Environment? 

To provide insights into how children represented responsibility 

towards the environment, this stage of the analysis investigated 

how children illustrated relationships between actions and results. 

Generally people were not associated with actions. In 69% of the 

drawings showing actions children showed no relationship between 

an action and a result (see Figure 29). 
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Figure 29. Relationship between people and environmental actions depicted in 
children's drawings. 

If the majority of children did not illustrate or describe any 

relationship between people and their actions, where then was 

responsibility attributed? In the examples that follow 'pollution' or 

machines were responsible. 
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I also rekon [reckon] that there will be heaps of machines witch 
[which] will cause pollution. The pollution will make the rest of 
the ozone layer go. I think that polution [pollution] will rule the 
earth polluting rivers, flora, fauna, air and soil . ... 

Maureen 

No links were made between people and actions in the example 

above. In the first statement, the machines were causing pollution, 

as a result the pollution is then attributed with the power to make 

the rest of the ozone layer disappear. In Maureen's statement the 

use of machines is removed from any human influence. In her next 

sentence pollution is again a culprit with no ties to human action. 

In the examples that follow, children did show a relationship 

between people and actions. The majority of these, however, 

place people in the role of causing damage to the environment. 

The following comments reveal that people have an active role in 

polluting the environment: 

I think that people will keep on polluting the air. 

Marcie 

When I am sixty two ... most of the water will be polluted from 
plastic glass and other things people throw our or in the ocean. 

Wil 

I think that people will keep on polluting the air and the ozone 
layer will get bigger 

Toni 

People figured predominantly as polluters in the comments above. 

Children also pictured people cutting down trees, as in Figure 30 on 

the following page. 



Figure 30. Val's illustration of a logger. 

The children also revealed a concern that people would forget to 

care about the natural environment. 

The people will forget to leave some trees for others to grow and 
they will cut down all the trees down for paper and we wont 
have any more trees. 

Kimberly 

Things that we take for granted like trees and land might 
become scarce and large blocks of land might cost a lot more. 

Jake 

I think people will be so much into high tech stuff they won't 
care about the world as much as they do now. 

Kara 
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The final and smallest pattern that emerged depicted people's 

caring actions, such as recycling. Figure 31, shown below, is one of 

the most comprehensive examples showing a positive relationship 

between people's actions and their results. Lisa addressed 

many different environmental problems: cutting down of trees, 

overpopulation, recycling, creative use of recycled materials, and 

use of electrical power. She clearly positioned people in a place of 

responsibility with a strong relationship between the action and 

the result. 

We'll save more trees, people will save electricity, people will 
stop littering, cities will reduce in size cars will be made out of 
recycled materials. 

Lisa 

Figure 31. Lisa's drawing of a car made ofrecycled materials. 

Some of the children expressed a belief that people are becoming 

more aware of environmental issues. The sentiment below shows 

optimism for the environment. 

I think the world will be greener because people are more aware 
now. 

Karin 

Other children discussed how people's decisions affect 

the environment. The two examples that follow show their 

understanding of people's part in environmental issues and 

decisions. 
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There will probably be less fiora, depending on what the world 
decides on. The fauna should stay the same as long as the 
people of the world doesn't kill the [them] all. So I think we 
should all look after our world and keep it clean. 

Hope 

Fauna may or may not die out depending on how we treat our 
environment. The air will be continually polluted ifi we build 
more cars and factories. Water will also be contaminated by 
factories and rubbish. 

Michele 

Children expressed concern for a wide variety of environmental 

issues in their drawings. While they were not specifically asked to 

depict solutions, many children were concerned enough to imagine 

solutions. The final section examines some of these ideas. 

4.5.1 What can be done to help the environment? 

The majority of the children offering solutions looked to science 

and technology to solve environmental distress. They described 

technological advances, machines that would clean up pollution and 

robots that "pick up rubbish" and help solve other environmental 

problems. 

A machine that cleans oil spills. 

Lori 

Artificial trees that give us oxygen; and pollution sucked up by 
a balloon. 

Tegan 

The example below demonstrates a belief in the possibilities of 

science and technology to find solutions and reinforces the belief that 

people do not care about the environment. 
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People might try to make some sort ofo-zone layer to protect us 
then people might get really greedy and if the fake a-zone works 
they will use the real one all up. 

Brent 

While some students envisioned a world with no natural, clean 

water resources, others saw creative ways that these problems could 

be solved. Some believed scientists could invent or discover new 

substances. 

I reckon there will still be lots of fresh nice water for people to 
drink because people who study science will maybe find water 
on another planet. 

David 

I think that there will be no clean water it will all be paluted 
[polluted] and they will make something that is like water. 

Rick 

{".-,-
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Figure 32. Rick's illustration ofi a "new" substitute for water. 

Other students stated that although natural water resources 

disappear or become so polluted that they are unusable, water would 

still be available for purchase. 

Most of the water will evaporate so people will pay a lot for 
clean water. 

Marcie 

I reacon [reckon] when I'm 62 years old water will be polluted 
with our junk but there will be bottle water in shops. 

Este 
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Children imagined new sources ofi oxygen, and even people who 

could survive without food as we know it today. 

Some other plant apart from a tree will be able to give oxygen. 

Cecelia 

A new category emerged with the appearance ofi cloned beings: 

humans with robot legs, computer/robots that have human-like 

features. 

Parts of;your body tat [that] get sick will be exchanged for a 
robotic prototype part that works in exactly the same way. 

Charnelle 

People might be born without the body parts that aren't needed 
such as appendixes and tonsils. We may be able to live forever. 
And have gills so we can breath underwater. We might not 
have to eat or drink and then we won't have to grow fruit trees 
and vegetables. 

Cecelia 

A final solution posed was that people will move to other planets. 

I think that we will have settled other planets in our Solar 
System and will have a huge polutaiotn [population] with 
crowded cities everywhere. 

Jay 

Figure 33. Shawn illustrates settlements on Mars. 
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I also think that aliens have agreed with are Government to let 
us live on Mars so people will have a choice to live on Mars or 
Earth 

Shawn 

In the future we will have air powered cars and we wont [won't] 
use bikes or cars. But if, we don't look after the Earth we will 
have to leave it and live on another planet .... We will also 
become friends with beings from outer space. 

Charnell 

The range of solutions primarily focused on a belief in science and 

technology. Moving to other planets or having the human form adapt 

to the changed environment were other possibilities. 

4.6 Summary 

These children exhibited a keen awareness of and concern about 

environmental issues. Drawings from 111 children were categorized 

into general outlooks: positive, gloomy, causal and technologically 

oriented. Then these drawings were examined for the following: 

children's perceptions of critical environmental issues; how children 

positioned people in relation to the environment, their ideas about 

responsibility towards the environment, and children's ideas 

regarding solutions. 

Of the 111 drawings, the majority, 47%, illustrated a 

technologically-oriented outlook. Thirty-six percent were placed 

in the gloomy category, 14% as causal and 12% positive. Children 

represented a technologically oriented world by illustrating futuristic 

vehicles and hover cars as well as illustrating technological advances 

such as a spray that could protect plants from harm. The gloomy 

entries depicted a range of devastating environmental disasters. 

The causal category, while small, demonstrated an understanding of 

alternative futures based on current actions. The smallest category 
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were positive entries showing harmony and an abundance of plants, 

trees and sunshine. 

Over 50% of the sample did not include any representation 

of people in the environment. A strong sense of separation from 

the environment appeared evident. A few children presented an 

optimistic portrayal of people's actions towards the environment, but 

generally people were portrayed as not in the picture, causing damage 

or neglecting the natural environment. Where people were attributed 

with responsibility, they were usually inflicting damage in some way, 

such as cutting down trees or tossing rubbish into waterways. 

In order to find out more about children's perceptions, they were 

interviewed in small focus groups. The drawings were used as a 

catalyst for initiating the interviews described in the following 

chapter. 



Chapter 5 

Children's Interviews about the Environment 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter examined drawings from 111 children 

aged 11 to 13 years old. The children also participated in 35 small 

group interviews designed to explore further their ideas about the 

environment. This chapter presents the results from these small 

. group interviews which, in combination with the drawings, provide a 

richer picture and more in depth perspectives on children's views of 

the notion of environment. 

The interviews contained recurring themes and patterns. 

Analysis is grouped according to these questions: 

1) What is the environment? 

2) What are children's concerns regarding the 

environment? 

3) Where do children learn about these environmental 

issues? 

4) Who is responsible for the environment? 

5) Where are the people? 

6) What can be done to help the environment? 
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5.2 What is the Environment? 

Children associated the environment with objects found in the 

natural world: trees, animals, plants, green things, life, nature, 

flowers, bush, animals, and water. Almost all children represented 

the environment as synonymous with nature or natural things. In 

response to the question "what does environment mean to you? most 

children mentioned, "animals and living things," "nature, trees" 

and "the bush." Other examples included statements such as the 

following: 

Well all the trees and the bush all the animals that are in the 
bush. 

Marcie 

Well I reckon it means nature and animals and National 
Parks. 

Peter 

Responses such as "nature and lovely things" and "dust plants 

and animals and grass and trees and flowers" capture the essence 

ofi many children's sentiments. A few children talked about an 

environment that included more than isolated elements from nature: 

Like . .. your community or even just your back yard or front 
yard or street. Where there's things around us like trees and 
birds .... 

Kendell 

Where we are. What is around. 

Ayme 

In the examples above, children explored the idea that the 

environment includes everything around them. These children 

expanded the definition ofi environment to include their community 

and their backyard. They appeared to struggle with the concept ofi 
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the environment meaning everything by using language such as the 

"things around us" and "what is around". The concepts "where we 

are," "what is around" point to the notion of environment as broader 

than nature or a fixed place. 

Only two of the 112 children interviewed (2%) included people 

in the list of natural elements found in the environment. One child 

struggled to understand how people fit into the picture. He initially 

spoke about people as part of the environment, but later decided that 

the environment is really all the 'stuff' around us, not including us. 

Yeah like oh we're not really the environment ... the trees and 
the grass and all the stuff around us. 

Matthew 

Some children attributed human characteristics such as laziness 

to the environment: 

The environment's going to be lazy because there's going to be 
conveyor belt but on footpath. 

Cathy 

Other children characterized the environment as a source of things 

needed by humans for survival and comfort. 

It supplies us with everything we pretty much need 

Like oxygen, trees that's what we need. 
Edin 

Trees we get paper and wood to get houses and oxygen and 
everything like that so its supplies a lot df things. 

Bryce 

Children also portrayed the environment as something that will 

change: 
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The greenhouse effect would come and the trees might fall 
down ipeople might cut them down and the environment will 
change. 

Kara 

Another theme was the portrayal of the environment as something 

that needs to be saved or something that could be used up. 

I think that like they'll have less trees and less environment 
because they make stuff out a"f it. 

Kimberly 

We don't have an environment because its all just cities and 
roads. 

Jake 

In the above comments, children present the 'environment' or 

'nature' as a diminishing resource that could disappear entirely. If 
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· we consider that the meaning of 'environment' to these children is 

nearly synonymous with 'wild' and 'untouched' places in nature, then 

it is possible to see how they could perceive it something that could 

be used up, diminish in size or completely disappear. 

5.3 What are Children's Concerns Regarding the 
• Environment? 

In the interviews, children exhibited knowledge about many 

current environmental issues and voiced concerns regarding damage 

to the environment. Pollution was clearly their major concern. While 

other environmental processes such as global warming, the thinning 

ozone layer and flooding were mentioned, textual analysis revealed 

that pollution far outranked the others as shown in Figure 34. 
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Figure 34. Children's concern for environmental issues as expressed in 
group interviews. 

Children referred to pollution in a variety of ways. They spoke 

of an increase in pollution and named vehicles and factories as 

some of the main polluters. Following are a few examples from the 

interview sessions: 

... it gets more polluted every day. Unless we start riding 
our bikes and walking to work our air will soon be to dirty to 
breathe. 

Ernie 

Trucks, cars and factories pollute the air. 

John 

Children associated rivers, the ocean, plants, the ozone layer, 

water, air, and soil with pollution. Elements from the natural 

environment were cross-referenced with discussions of pollution to 

ascertain the children's predominant concerns. Water pollution was 

ranked as the top concern with plants and trees second and air and 

soil both ranked third. These results are exhibited in Figure 35. 
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Figure 35. Children's concern for pollution ofi the natural environment. 

Three children expressed concerns relating to sources of: 

livelihood for their families. This group of: children considered the 

impacts of: local industry on the environment: 

Well one thing we've got the factory and that ... [it's] pretty 
bad because there a whole heap of oils and stuff not oils like the 
tankers ... my dad drives one and like he has to use a lot of 
fuel and that makes the air really polluted. 

Alice 

Just probably . . . the factory's prob.ably the best industry we've 
got in the town but it's polluting it. 

Belton 

I know a whole heap of people that work there. My mum's 
friend, my mum's friend's husband,'heaps of people like ... my 
uncle, my dad .... 

Alice 

The above quotations refer to family involvement at the local factory. 

These children were beginning to struggle with the complex notion 

that the local industry contributes to pollution and at the same time 

provides income for many families in the area. 
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5.4 Where do Children Learn About These 
Environmental Issues? 

5.4.1 The influence of proximity 

Children's interviews were investigated to find out whether they 

discussed localized issues, issues relating to the national community 

and other countries, or issues relating to outer space and other 

planets. Most of the conversations concerned localized issues, with 

national topics ranking a distant second. A localized issue would 

refer to the use of a nearby lake, or a discussion about local industry. 

Children's dialogues revealed an awareness of local environmental 

issues. The predominance of local issues in children's conversations 

shows that proximity was influential. It is interesting to note that 

while outer space and other planets were well represented in the 

drawings, in the interviews they were seldom mentioned. The 

relationship between geographic proximity of issues discussed is 

illustrated in Figure 36. 

450 
"C 
Q) 

"C 
0 350 (.) 

Cl) 
300 :!: 

C 
:::, 250 ..... 
X 

200 Q) ..... 
'+-
0 150 .... 
Q) 100 .c 
E 50 :::, 
z 

0 
Localized National International Global Outer Space 

Geographic location 

Figure 36. Frequency of children's responses according to proximity. 
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5.4.2 The influence ofi media 

Children's interviews were investigated and coded for explicitly 

mentioned influences. Textual analysis revealed that television 

infomercials were the dominant factor referred to by the children. 

Children also referred to parents, family, in-class instruction and 

their teachers, but these had a small representation in comparison. 

Children alluded to specific commercials, saying: "on TV ... those 

ten capital tip messages . . . you know how they walk to work and 

stuff' and "they say on TV don't pollute." Some infomercials such 

as those described in the following dialogue leave an even stronger 

impact on the young viewers. This group was very animated and 

impressed by the commercial described below. 

I like that ad the shopping centre one and it goes can't be 
recycled. 

Este 

... she keeps on getting all this stuff 

Blake 

She gets all this stuff that's got plastics and it goes can't be 
recycled that'll end up as landfill. And she goes and how 
would you like the planet to pay for all that? 

Este 

A few children mentioned other types of media, such as movies, but 

television, specifically infomercials, were referred to in detail. 

5.4.3 The influence ofi experience 

Television was an influence that was easy to discern from the 

children's interviews. The data were also examined for less explicit 

influences. An additional factor emerged for closer scrutiny. This 

factor was not a named source ofi information, such as the television 
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or a movie; rather it was the influence of experience. Direct personal 

experience influenced the children's perceptions. The discussion 

that follows concerns recreational use of the local environment. The 

children had observed changes in a nearby lake and were personally 

affected by them. 

Near the lake you see heaps of rubbish in the water and 
pollution. 

Aliana 

When we first came here there was none of all that weed in the 
lake. When the tide was out it was all just sand and because 
the oyster leases and made it horrible yucky brown green 
gunky. Weed stuff has come there cause of the oyster leases. 

Kel 

I walk past the lake every morning and I see that there's 
rubbish all over the lake in the water. 

Kath 

When we came to the lake they were [oyster farms] only just 
being put in and there was there was all just sand and nothing 
else. 

Kel 

And the lake is where I go canoeing with my mother. 

Kath 

It's near my house and well now it's all yucky and polluted. 

Aliana 

Before it was really nice and you could go swimming in it. 

Kel 

. . . it was all clear. 

Aliana 

Discussion of the lake emerged from the children's dialogues 

on pollution. The lake is visible from one school and many children 
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would walk past it daily. The lake is a predominant feature in the 

town and an important recreational spot for the community. Over 

time children have witnessed these changes and experienced their 

direct effect. In much the same way, children discussed changes 

around a popular holiday spot some kilometers from town. The 

discussion focused on clearing 0£ the bush for development. Their 

feelings about this subject were so strong that the participants 

interrupted each other repeatedly. 

I want to know why ipeople cut down [trees]. 

Marie 

[There is] all this bush until you get to the coast and there's all 
bush around and it's got rainforests and ... 

Toni 

(many voices at once) 

Entire group 

I went there during the holidays and just about all the bush on 
all these hills was just gone. 

Marie 

It had been all chopped down. 

Toni 

And there were all these tractors and all these tire marks. 

WJ.l 

It's a really awful sight when you know how beautiful it is and 
now how it's all just about gone. 

Marie 

Viewing the clear cuts along the highway le£t a strong impact on 

this group. Clearly these children were aware 0£ and very concerned 

about actions that caused damage to their natural environment, 
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such as the lake and forest. These animated conversations 

stemmed from personal experiences that had a lasting impact on 

these children. They were not temporary situations, nor were they 

presented in television programming or the classroom. These were 

situations that the children observed over time and experienced in a 

dramatic way. 
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5.5 Who is Responsible for the Environment? 

"Who let them do it?" Lynn, said after describing the change that 

development had brought to a favorite holiday spot. As the excerpt 

below demonstrates, she was very concerned about changes on the 

shoreline and wondered who was responsible. 

They had all the skyscrapers all along the beach. I want to 
know how because no other place really has big hotels and why 
the government or whoever let them build there, and now when 
they put these pipes along the beach. We had them in front of, 
our hotel and they were pumping out sand because the tides 
will be coming in winter. And when the sun would rise and go 
into a different position the hotel could make a shadow on the 
beach so there wouldn't be much sun on the beach. And like I 
wanted to know who let them do it? 

Lynn 

Lynn is concerned not only about the construction of tall buildings at 

the shore, but also about the pumping of sand. She explores who is 

responsible and names 'the government' or 'whoever' as possibilities. 

Actions were identified in the dialogues and coded as either 

damaging or helpful to the environment. Eighty-five percent of the 

dialogue about environmental actions referred to damage to the 

natural environment; the remaining 15% referred to situations that 

were helpful. Children discussed pollution in the local waterways, 

logging and they also expressed concerns about destruction of 



bushland as their towns grow bigger and new chain stores and 

restaurants are constructed. 

Children's dialogues regarding actions were analyzed to 

explore relationships between people and the actions. Children 

overwhelmingly represented no direct relationship between actions 

and people. Children refer to 'they' or 'them' as well as drains, 

trucks, cities as being responsible for environmental damage. The 

government was sometimes named as the culprit, as well as trucks 

that blow out pollution, factories that emit smoke and waste, and big 

cities that cause air pollution. Sometimes children did not indicate a 

cause. 

For instance, vehicles and cities are presented as major 

contributors to environmental damage. 

Like tractors and stuff like that they put out so much pollution 
into the air. 

Blake 

There's also there's a lot aT trucks that come through ... 
sometimes and they've got them big pipes on the top and they 
blow out all the pollution. 

James 

Big cities were also named as contributors to pollution. 

The air. Yes all the big cities pollute it. 

Maria 

Yeah they [animals] might become extinct and because there's 
so much things growing and cities will need more [room] and 
so the animals would get extinct. 

Mary 

The greenhouse layer, ozone depletion and pollution are also 

named as being damaging to people, but the children did not allude 
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to connections between these processes and the actions that caused 

them. 

5.6 Where are the People? 

The children often did not include people in their discussions. 

When they did mention people, it was primarily as a contributor to 

environmental problems rather than as a problem solver. Seldom did 

children place people in a positive role regarding the environment. 

I'd like to know what people are doing about most of the 
pollution around and like why some people they think they're 
actually helping it [the environment] but they're actually doing 
more damage to the environment. 

Cassie 

We've got quite a few lakes around here and people pollute 
them. 

Peter 
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Some children used very strong language to describe people who 

neglect or contribute to pollution rather than helping the environment. 

More stupid people that throw plastic bottles and everything 
from the edge of the road when they're driving and then the 
water comes when it floods and then washes it all out to sea. 

Lisa 

Oh stupid enough to keep polluting after they've seen the effects 
ofit. 

Frey 

People were represented as polluters, 

By people letting rubbish go down the drains. 

Hannah 

And letting plastic bags float around. 

Brandon 



And when people wash their cars the detergent goes down the 
drains which affects the water. 

Michael 

People they get out on little dinghies sometimes and they go 
eel fishing and i{i they don't catch anything they chuck all their 
stuff in .. . their beer cans and stuff like that. 

Jay 

Children also accused people of being neglectful of rather than 

helpful to the environment. 

It's already polluted now and not many people look after it and 
it's probably going to get worse. 

Rown 

Well in the future ... I've seen in the future they've got all these 
tech high things and I wonder whether they'll really care about 
the environment still. 

Tommy 
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Despite their negative comments about human behavior, the 

children did offer a range of solutions. 

5.7 What Can Be Done to Help the Environment? 

Children were asked what could be done to help the environment. 

In response, children offered various solutions to environmental 

problems. These were organized five major categories: 

1) taking care and cleaning up; 

2) enforcing laws and governmental involvement; 

3) reflecting on alternative solutions; 

4) reverting to the good old days; and 

5) creating solutions via technology and scientific discoveries. 
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Figure 37. Solutions to pollution from children's interviews. 

5.7.1 Take care 

Generally, solutions in this category revolved around recycling, 

picking up the rubbish and generally keeping things clean and tidy. 

The majority of children's ideas to help the environment were in this 

category. Children advocated 

That people keep it [the environment] clean! 

Becky 

Because lfyou don't keep it clean it'll get all dirty and yuck! 

Alan 

And it'll die! 

( entire group) 

And the trees will die and stuff like that! 

Jake 

And the birds will die! 

Becky 

Don't litter as much and just [long pause] try and plant more 
trees. 

Alan 
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They considered picking up litter, recycling. and keeping things clean 

as a panacea for solving many environmental problems. 

5. 7 .2 Enforcement 

This category was the second highest in frequency and included 

enlisting government to oversee the environment and creating laws 

to enforce helpfiul behavior on the part ofondividuals. 

Keep the animals safe and stop people from cutting down all 
the trees and plant more plants. 

Jay 

We could make a law that you're not allowed to litter. 

Anita 

5.7.3 Alternatives 

Children reflected on the uses of, natural resources and explored 

ideas for using alternative materials: 

People cut down trees for furniture, why can't we just make the 
furniture out o{iplastic? It would look more disgusting but it'd 
be better. 

Kath 

There would be no wooden houses ... like brick houses so we 
could have more trees and we could have more rainforests and 
stuff. 

Marie 

5. 7 .4 Revert to good old days 

Ideas in this section recalled the "good old days" and saw a 

return to simpler times as a solution. 

You just cycle [bicycle] more and stop using machinery. 

Lynn 



People have grown very slack, it's like things we used to do by 
hand now they have all madiines for it, and if we just went 
back to do things a little bit more manually we'd be better. 
There wouldn't be as much pollution because most of the stuff 
we have to do our work for us its what puts out the [pollution]. 

Shawna 

Went back to horse and carriage and stuff like that. 

Like ride their bike to work. 
Lynn 

Or at least use more public transport, like buses and stuff like 
that. 

Bill 

These ideas focused on alternatives to use of vehicles offering 

romantic notions of a return to horse and buggy along with more 

practical ideas of bicycling and using public transportation. 

5.7.5 Technology 

While in their artwork children emphasized scientific discoveries 

and technological solutions to environmental problems, in the 

interviews technology was the smallest category. One group was 

very concerned about the ozone layer an4_ imagined the creation 

of oils and sprays to protect the ozone layer from diminishing or 

alternatively oils that protect people from its harmful effects. 
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I was thinking about invention. I thought humans might be 
able to make some kind of ozone layer so instead of trying to 
keep the ozone layer there, if the fake one works we could use all 
the real one up, using the stuff they make. 

Mark 

Cause they can make some kind of gas or something that 
doesn't stink just protects a misty kind of thing. 

June 



No I just thought cause people keep using it and its getting 
bigger and hurting us they could fix it up with something and 
just use it all. 

Art 

Or get an oil that helps us get protected from the worst ofi it. 

Mark 

Something to protect it [the ozone]. 

June 

Children advocated solutions to help the environment that 

ranged from simply 'taking care' to the possibilities that science 

and technology might offer. Taking care and cleaning up were 

predominant, but some children pondered the use of alternative 

building materials such as plastic or wood. Several groups 

advocated a return to simpler times. They spoke of machinery as 

a major polluter and considered alternatives from riding bicycles 

to using horse and buggy or mass transport. Children also 

contemplated technological advances that would protect people from 

environmental damage. 

5.8 Summary 

The researcher interviewed 112 children in small groups to 

gain an understanding of their ideas and perceptions about the 

environment. This chapter summarized these themes from the 

interviews: children's ideas about the notion of environment, 

children's concerns about environmental issues, geographic location 

of issues discussed, the influence of certain contextual factors, ideas 

on positioning of people, and human influence and responsibility 

towards the environment. 
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Most students equated the notion of environment with nature 

and natural things and seldom included the built environment or 

people. The responses were often isolated elements from the natural 

world such as trees or animals or general references to nature or 

the bush. The environment was portrayed as a fixed place in nature, 

and a place that supplies items for human use. They referred to 

the environment as something finite that could be used up and also 

something that needs to be saved. As a whole, children situated 

themselves and other people as separate from the environment. 

Children expressed concerns about destruction of bushland, 

development and logging. Their primary concern was pollution, 

namely water pollution and specifically pollution in the local 

waterways. It seems that situations that occurred in local 

· proximity or were experienced first hand by the children had a 

strong effect on their perceptions of the environment. Localized 

issues witnessed frequently by the children such as the impact of 

logging and development on wild and natural places and the steady 

encroachment into the 'environment and nature' appeared to have 

. a strong influence. A few children struggled with the notion that 

pollution is caused by local industry yet that industry is a source of 

income for their families. Television infomercials were also a strong 

· influence on these children's perceptions and ideas. 
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The children's dialogues reinforced the sense of separation from 

the environment revealed in the drawings. Seldom were people 

included in the descriptions, in addition, they seldom attributed 

responsibility to people. More often, they assigned blame to 

offending objects such as vehicles or cities. When people were 

included in the discussion they were most often portrayed as causing 



harm to the environment. Broader concepts such as the greenhouse 

effect were also referred to as polluters. 

Children considered ways to help improve the environment, most 

often by taking care, cleaning up and not littering. Other students 

considered alternatives to natural resources such as substituting 

plastic for wood. Others suggested a return to 'olden times.' A few 

spoke of solutions created through science and technology. 

The next chapter examines how the notion of environment is 

portrayed in the surrounding community. Data from teachers, 

principals, parents and newspaper articles provide insights into 

how the notion of environment is portrayed in the context around 

the children. 

130 



Chapter 6 

Surrounding Community: Portrayal of the 
Notion of Environment 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous two chapters examined children's perspectives 

about the notion of environment. Children's ideas were explored 

through drawings and small group interviews. Children generally 

equated the environment with nature and usually represented it 

as a place without people. Children voiced strong concerns about 

environmental issues and were aware of localized issues and 

problems. 

This chapter examines how the notion of environment is 

portrayed in the surrounding community. While environmental 

education is considered a primary vehicle for teaching and learning 

about the environment, children are· exposed to information about 

the environment in other ways as well. Local media, parents, 

teachers and community events can also make impressions. These 

complex relationships are explored through interviews with teachers, 

principals, parents and data from local media and newspaper 

articles to illuminate how the notion of environment is reified in the 

surrounding community. 

The key areas addressed in this chapter are as follows: 

1) parents' perspectives on environmental issues and 

environmental education; and 
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2) teacher and principal perspectives and the practice of 

implementing environmental education in these schools; 

3) the community practices reflected in the media that 

relate to the local environment. 

6.2 Parents' Perspectives 

A one-page questionnaire for parents, included in Appendix A, 

was sent home with children. Parents were asked to respond to five 

questions about the environment. Thirty parents (27%) returned 

the questionnaires. The responses contributed to the overall 

picture of parental concern about environmental issues, parental 

understandings of the meaning of environmental education, and 

parent views on the importance of environmental education in the 

formal curricula. 

6.2.1 Environmental issues of greatest concern to 
parents. 

Parents were asked: What do you think are some of the most 

important environmental issues? Parents named pollution as 

their primary concern. They mentioned other topics such as global 

warming, the thinning ozone layer, extinction, erosion and floods. 

The frequency of each topic mentioned is represented in Figure 38. 
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Parental responses were investigated to determine other 

environmental issues of concern. Parents mentioned that they 

were concerned about water, trees, soil, the river, plants the ozone, 

lakes, invasive species, habitat, forest, biodiversity, animals and 
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air. Comments about water and the river occurred more often than 

any others, with trees and air ranking third and fourth respectively 

as shown in Figure 39. Parents' statements relating to water 

included a range of ideas from protecting waterways to generally 

keeping water clean. Parents were concerned about water pollution 

as evidenced by their desire "to have clean water." Another parent 

wrote that "keeping all rivers clean" was a main priority. One parent 

suggested that a way to address the environmental problems would 

be to "conserve water." While some expressed ideas such as "to have 

clean air, [and] to not have toxic waste," water and the river were 

mentioned repeatedly. 
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Figure 39 Frequency of elements from the natural environment in parent 
responses. 

6.2.2 How did parents perceive the notion of 
environmental education? 

The next question revealed parental perceptions on 

environmental education. As discussed in Chapter One, the 



term environmental education can have different meanings to 

different audiences. Parental responses to the question: "what 

does environmental education mean to you?" showed three main 

perceptions: 

1) those that showed a relationship between peoples' 

actions and environmental consequences; 

2) those that advocated a 'take care' attitude towards the 

environment; and 

3) those that equated environmental education with 

learning about the environment. 

Responses showing a relationship between people's actions and 
environmental consequences 

Of the 30 responses, 16 (53%) parents stated that 

environmental education includes teaching people to be aware 

of how their actions affect the environment. Parent's comments 

in this category addressed education, awareness and individual 

responsibility. For instance one parent stated that environmental 

education means "to learn how humans' acts affect our 

environment (in a bad way)." Several parents emphasized the 

role of education, stating that environmental education means, 

"educating people to be aware of how what they do affects their 

environment," "teaching people the results their actions can have 

on the environment" and individuals learning "what they can do 

to help the Environment." Parental comments in this category 

demonstrated an awareness of people's role in the environment and 

an understanding of the importance of a citizen call to action as an 

integral part of environmental education. 
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Responses that advocated a 'take care' attitude towards the 
environment 

The second category of responses totaling 7 (23%) were more 

simplistic. They equated environmental education with a variety 

of helpful actions that contribute to keeping 'things' clean. The 

environmentally friendly actions included keeping the air clean, 

recycling, and protecting trees. A few responses appeared cliche and 

sloganized. For example, one parent wrote, "Repair, Recycle, Reuse" 

and another "Keeping it clean and caring for the environment." 

Responses that equated environmental education with learning_ 
about the environment 

Four parents (13%) voiced a science-oriented view of 

environmental education. These responses aligned with learning 

about the environment. No relationship between actions and 

consequences was suggested in these responses. Parents wrote that 

environmental education means, "understanding the nature of the 

planet & its ecosystems" and "to learn more about the environment 

and the things in the environment". 

Parental interpretations of environmental education show 

three distinct perspectives. The largest category revealed an 

understanding of a relationship between actions towards the 

environment and people. This interpretation included people and 

human agency as integral to the definition. This viewpoint aligns 

most closely with contemporary definitions from the literature 

explored in Chapter One that include citizen participation. The 

second interpretation of environmental education "to take care" and 

"clean up" is not present in the scholarly environmental education 

literature, but does appear in children's data as well. The third 

and smallest perspective aligns with a more traditional view of 
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environmental education that emphasizes acquiring knowledge 

about the natural environment. 

6.2.3 How important is environmental education to 
parents? 

Twenty-three of the 30 parents responded that environmental 

education was very important. This was the most frequent 
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response to this question. Only two of the 30 parents stated that 

environmental education was less than very important. Four parents 

wrote in new categories, two of these ranking the importance of 

environmental education even higher with comments such as: 

"vital!" and "extremely important" and two others ranking the 

importance as lower. One parent wrote that environmental education 

was "nominally important" and another wrote that it was 

Important, but not as important as maths, English, etc. which 
are very important. 

Very No Response 
Important 

Mrs. Weir 

Less 
Important 

Measure of Importance 

Extremely 
Important 

Figure 40. Parental ranking of the importance of environmental education. 

Thirty parents responded to a take home questionnaire, 

providing insights regarding their concerns about the environment. 

Parental responses revealed that water pollution was a primary 



concern. The majority of parents included citizen action and 

participation as integral to the meaning of environmental education 

and over 75% consider environmental education a very important 

aspect of the school curricula. Next, 10 teachers were interviewed 

to ascertain the practices surrounding implementing environmental 

education curricula in these schools. 

6.3 Teachers 

Teachers provided insights into the practice of implementing 

environmental education curricula in the classroom. 

6.3.1 Teachers perspectives on the practice of 
implementing environmental education in the schools. 

Teachers included a broad range of topics and activities 

as environmental education. Most teachers indicated that 

environmental education was viewed as a unit that needed to be 

'dealt with'. Often these units focus on environmental topics and 

issues in far off places such as the Amazon rainforest. The following 

quotations are excerpts from teachers' discussions about the 

teaching of environmental education: 

It's something the Department ofi'Education encourages us to 
do, and we have an environmental not so much a syllabus, but 
a unit which needs to be dealt with ... 

Frank 

Yes, HISE [Human Society and Its Environment K-6] that's 
how ... We're actually doing rainforests at the moment and 
they've thoroughly enjoyed that, doing the research on that . ... 

Janette 

Teachers communicate that environmental education is a 

curricular requirement of the Department of Education. In 
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practice, it appears to be reduced to topical sessions. For example, 

sessions in progress during the site visits focused on the rainforest 

or endangered animals. Teachers can cover their curricular 

responsibilities in environmental education by teaching a 'unit' every 

other year. Teachers alluded to the intention that environmental 

education is to be integrated across the curriculum "sort ofi all the 

time," yet there were few examples demonstrating any efforts. It 

appears that environmental education has grown in importance 

enough to be a part ofi the curricular conversation, but the actual 

integration is problematic. Each classroom teacher is ultimately 

responsible for the selection and presentation ofi the environmental 

education unit. 

They've got an outline [within the Human Society and 
Environment Syllabus] ... and an aspect of that was looking 
at how people have changed the environment. But last year 
there wasn't much of an environmental focus at all. I think if 
I did teach anything to do with the environment it would have 
been only to do with clean up day and my own interest but it 
wasn't anything in that direct path. 

I'm sure it's in the units but it's up to the teacher whether she 
picks up that aspect of the unit or not. 

Lynda 

While teachers could initiate conversations that link local issues 

or other topics that might have more relevance to the children, there 

was no evidence ofi this approach. The following excerpt is from a 

discussion about whether any connections were made between the 

curriculum unit on the Amazon Rainforest and local issues: 

Well some of them were able to connect it whereas a lot of them 
just read the information and thought oh OK on a wider scale. 
Which I guess unless it's actually brought up they don't realize. 

Bradley 



Within these schools, environmental education has been reduced 

to a unit mandated for inclusion in the curricula every other year. 

The unit focused on global issues such as endangered species or 

the rainforest and little ifi any attempt is made to relate these 

topics to local issues. Teachers were asked to describe how they 

address environmental education in the 'off' years. Responses 

included "nothing that's sort ofi outstanding," and "they're [students] 

encouraged to take pride in their school environment." One teacher 

stated: 

This year? Only the clean up Australia basically. They are 
doing the rainforest and endangered [species]. Probably not 
enough. Let me have a think. I can't remember. 

Carla 

Marie described the environmental focus in her classroom : 
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Probably not as much as [environmental education as] they 
[the children] should [have]. I know my class last year took 
responsibility for gardens that we used to look after and :planter 
beds, neglected now because we've moved on and we're going 
to develop another one ... but apart from that sort of no direct 
conscious link. I don't think I don't think there's enough of it. 
I've said it many times I think it would be really nice if the 
kids were directly involved in their--immediate environment but 
they're not. 

Marie 

The following dialogue took place between two teachers while 

discussing the teaching ofi environmental education in the classroom: 

Teacher one: We sort of touch on it 

Teacher two: Every other year 

Teacher one: No you don't do a specific unit ... you sort of 

touch on it. 

Teacher two: It's meant to be across curriculum. 



Teacher one: Sort of all the time isn't it? 

Teacher two: We won't do that unit [on the rainforest] and 

then forget about the environment for the 

year It's sort of ongoing. 

Teachers struggled to name programs or activities scheduled 

with an environmental focus in the off years. Clean up Australia 

Day was mentioned with some frequency. Clean up Australia day 

is a large focus at the schools and is considered 'environmental 

education'. 

When we did Clean Up Australia. It was good to take them on 
a walk. They realized that the biggest rubbish was cigarette 
butts . ... 

Jill 
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Other teachers alluded to the idea that 'environmental education' 

occurs in one-time events or special outings. Teachers named special 

outings to National Parks and Nature Centers as environmental 

education. While these outings are sometimes labeled 'environmental 

education' the focus is actually more on social skills and outdoor 

activities with an underlying focus on outdoor appreciation. 

Teachers' comments revolved around camping, and the difficulties of 

camping with children. 

Teachers presented contrasting opinions regarding 

environmental curriculum in the schools: one was that children and 

teachers were much more environmentally aware than in the past. 

The other was that the compartmentalization of environmental 

education may not be as effective as the past practices of integrating 

experiences in nature. 



I think we're a lot more aware of teaching it these days than 
we were in the past. I think it was sort of brushed aside in 
the past. I think its got more importance for children too. They 
seem to be a lot more aware of it than in the past. 

Bradley 

Actually the way we're doing it now, we've actually moved away 
from the really strong environmental focus. Simply and utterly 
because we actually did things environmental units you know 
that were totally oh, I know what I'm trying to say but I'm not 
saying it very well. Like we're doing it through rainforests and 
Antarctica and we're sort of bringing the environmental aspect 
through it but before we actually we had we were closer to 
nature. 

Marie 

The mandate to include environmental education in the curricula 

has moved environmental education from an informal educational 

issue to an organized item in the curricula. A side effect ofithis 

· emphasis was that simpler projects such as creating school gardens, 

caring for local natural areas and exploring the environs around 

the classroom have been replaced by organized coursework. The 

coursework used was not related to local issues nor were any links 

made for the children to a more localized context. Teachers revealed 

. several restrictions regarding the discussion ofi local environmental 

issues in the classroom. 

6.3.2 Restrictions on teaching environmental education 
in the schools 

The researcher grouped restrictions on teaching environmental 

education in the schools into two major categories: policy restrictions 

imposed by the educational system and hidden restrictions imposed 

by the community. The following statements refer to bringing 

children out ofi the formal classroom to learn outside. One teacher 
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explained why she has not done more with environment education in 

her classroom. 
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Not a lot activities [outside of the classroom] because of other 
restrictions. We're sort of basically limited to how far we can go. 
We do a lot of things that border the National Park in there. I'm 
actually going next term. So we do a lot there. 

Jill 

Yes, we did a lot we did a lot of mangrove work because of 
the mangroves in here and we do a lot of things like that, but 
they're not part of our prescribed curriculums now that we have 
developed, so we tend not to have time to do all that. 

Carla 

Teachers were not encouraged to explore beyond the classroom 

walls and much environmental education in the outdoors was 

considered to be a part of formal programs at the National Parks. 

As noted in earlier conversations, however, annual visits to 

National Parks were primarily a one time camping experience 

with an emphasis on building social skills. In the next discussion, 

teachers mentioned other explicit and implied restrictions regarding 

discussing local environmental issues in the schools. These 

comments revolved around the issue of logging. 

You wouldn't do a unit on saving the trees down there! 

Bradley 

Oh yes, even the children in the classes started saying are you 
for the ... or are you against, and we had to very carefully 
monitor that didn't come into the school. 

Jill 

Because you can't bring those arguments into a school room. 

Bradley 

Hidden restrictions imposed by community are not unique to this 

area, teachers had experienced constraints at other schools: 
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I thought it was interesting that at the previous school which 
was called [school name] ... for different reasons, you did have 
to be careful . .. you still had to ride a fine line. 

John 

It made it very hard to teach environmental issues because 
that became like teachers are greenies because they're teaching 
environmental conservation. 

Jill 

The comments above demonstrate that there were hidden 

restrictions regarding the discussion of controversial environmental 

issues in the classroom. While one teacher was explicitly told by the 

principal of the school not to discuss certain environmental issues 

in his classroom, generally the restrictions regarding integration 

oflocal issues into the classroom dialogue are inferred rather than 

stated. 

Teachers' perspectives on the practice of implementing 

environmental education in the classroom showed that activities 

and units called 'environmental education' were offered to fulfill 

the mandated requirement, but little effort to go beyond that was 

demonstrated. Teachers also considered that participation in one

time events such as Clean up Australia Day covered the curricular 

obligations for this subject. Explicit restrictions, such as rules on 

how far away from the classroom children are allowed to venture 

and hidden restrictions imposed by the community also influence the 

practice of implementing environmental education in the classroom. 

Next, the principal of each school was interviewed to explore their 

ideas about the practice of implementing environmental education in 

the schools. 



6.4 Principals' Perspectives 

Interviews with the three principals provided other insights into 

the practices ofi implementing environmental education curricula 

in the schools. In response to the following question: "Where does 

environmental education fit in the curricular scheme?" one principal 

said, 

Obviously literacy is a priority in any school, and in some 
schools an environmental education stand would be stronger 
than others. It's dealt with fairly comprehensively here, but I 
wouldn't say it would be dealt with as a priority. 

Mr. Bark 

Generally, principals' comments were in agreement with the 

teachers; environmental education was a unit to be taught, but it 

was not necessarily a priority. Literacy was considered the priority. 

The following comment also referred to the relative importance ofi 

environmental education. 
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I've been asked by parents to explain why we don't do this more 
or why isn't this involved in the general curriculum at school 
but environmental education is certainly never been something 
that's been brought to attention of parents to me as the 
principal. I think its probably like a lot of society at the moment 
unfortunately is that people have a tendency to think it's going 
to be the next generation's problems so why worry. 

Mr. Timot 

The principals' comments make it clear that environmental 

education was not a priority over and above the departmental 

agenda. Additionally, while those parents who responded to the 

questionnaires had a strong opinion on environmental education 

in the schools, they have apparently never voiced this to the 

school administration. 



Section 6.4.1 Environmental studies happen on special 
outings 

145 

Both teacher and principals agreed that environmental education 

could be addressed with isolated activities and special outings; 

picking up litter was one such event. One principal stated: "We have 

days when we work around the theme [environmental education] 

so we make sure we've got the Clean up Australia Day." The 

administrators all voiced concern about the litter and rubbish on the 

school grounds. 

Well I guess the main things that bugs me is that the kids still 
leave rubbish. Although you might live environmentally and 
place bins around and [participate in ] Clean Up Australia 
[Day] kids will invariably not want to recycle the paper 
although we have recycling at school. Close to a bin they still 
drop it [litter] or find some place to [throw] it yet they're all 
environmentally aware of what rubbish does and when it comes 
to clean up day they're all in to it. I don't know the answer to 
that. 

Mr. Bark 

Each principal discussed rubbish; it appears that the hope was that 

Clean Up Australia Day could evolve into a year long philosophy, 

rather than a one day event. 

So you know, I guess what you can do is role model so I pick 
up rubbish. It doesn't matter how many bins you put out here, 
about 50 bins and we still find rubbish. I think it gells as an 
adult, I think adults become more dware and I think that's 
part of the training we do here. You role model, you reinforce 
and you hope that down the track as adults they'll take on the 
responsibility. 

Mr. Hardy 

Principals' comments contribute to the perspective that 

environmental education was not a priority in the schools. 

Additionally the notion of environmental education was strongly 



equated with the concept of keeping things clean and picking up 

rubbish. 

6.5 Faculty Views Regarding Important Influences 
on Children's Perspectives 

Teachers and principals were also asked what they thought were 

strong influences on children's ideas. Their comments are grouped 

together in the following section. School faculty talked about the 

influence of parents, families, the community, and media. They said 

that parents, other family members and community events were 

powerful influences on children's ideas about the environment. 

6.5.1 Parents and family 

Faculty seemed frustrated by the children's lack of initiative 

to pick up rubbish and attributed this to influences from home. 

Teachers reinforced the importance of home and parents on 

children's behavior, with statements such as, "Well it's only home 

and school basically when they're at this age isn't it?" Others agreed 

with this idea saying 

A lot will go and pick it up [litter] a lot still don't see it as their 
responsibility. I don't know how you get around that I guess a 
lot of that comes from home doesn't it? 

Jill 

It's interesting I would say that most of their attitudes about 
the environment would actually come from family yes [and] 
community I think. 

Marie 

The opinions stated above primarily referred to the idea that 

attitudes towards the environment came from home. Faculty also 
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stated that families contribute to children's knowledge about the 

environment. Families were also credited with influencing children 

by example; for instance many of these children had participated in 

demonstrations with their parents. 

I think a lot of them have been out demonstrating with their 
parents. A lot of them have seen what goes on in the bush. 
Their parents then turn around and say OK well this has been 
devastated, lets replant it .... So they've been out there and 
replanted the trees. 

Carla 

Quite a considerable number of the parents were involved in a 
management agreement, it was a unique one, where they got 
their properties to become part of the wildlife corridor. 
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Mr. Bark 

Logging of a local forest was halted through community activism 

and government intervention. One teacher stated, "they [parents 

and community] fought and fought and fought and fought to get it 

closed off." Faculty discussed some of the impact this might have had 

on children: 

They [children are] quite conscious of the fact of logging 
because we've had the logging going on down there for years 
and years and the impact it's had on the environment, I think 
they're quite aware of that because it's in their face all the time. 

Mr. Hardy 

Children have experienced the conflict that can arise from 

non- compatible uses of the natural environment. While forestry 

and logging were major issues in the surrounding community 

water pollution was mentioned with more frequency in children's 

interviews and as well as in the parental responses. A segment of 

this community has a unique relationship with water. They pump 



their drinking water from the river and are keenly aware of the 

results of pollution. 

[Water] it's one of those things that:s always on their minds 
simply because they live in the mountains and they're really 
conscious of their streams and clear water. [This is] one of those 
places, [that] runs its own water system. It's run by the locals 
and they put out the warnings about water restrictions and 
safety. I think someone's paid to manage it, but there's a local 
committee of volunteers who just keep an eye on it. 

Group comments 

Well around here the bush [is most important] because its vital 
for everything I mean it really is plus our waterways, you know 
our waterways are basically it. You know there's no town water 
so you pump out of the river so you have to look after the river 
or otherwise you've got no water. Straight out of the river so 
if people don't look after it, you're pumping out some horrific 
things. 

Gretchen 

The active management of the local water system created a 

strong awareness of water quality and the ramifications of polluting 

the river. Sections of this community exhibited a keen awareness of 

and a great concern for their water. People's actions are seen to have 

direct consequences on the drinking water. 

School faculty stated that parents and families were strong 

influences on children's knowledge, attitudes and behavior regarding 

the environment. While families were represented as keen 

advocates for the environment and environmental education, these 

perspectives have not been integrated into the philosophy within 

the local schools. Perhaps these ideas were not solicited from the 

parents, or they are not offered. For instance, one teacher states 

I certainly haven't had anyone come to me with complaints or 
anything about what we've been teaching . ... I haven't really 
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talked to them [parents] about their opinions on this [the 
environment]. It's not something you tend to talk about. 

Jilda 

The views of parents, teachers and principals provide insights 

into the reification of the concept of environment in the community 

surrounding the children. For instance, many parents considered 

environmental education to be very important. They also defined 

environmental education by including citizen participation and 

individual responsibility as integral to the definition. Teachers and 

principals, on the other hand, viewed environmental education as 

a unit to be taught. School faculty generally credit parents and 

the media, particularly television as being strong influences on 

children's ideas about the environment. 

In order to create a broader picture of how the notion of 

environment was reified in the community surrounding the children, 

media, with a focus on television infomercials, and articles from the 

local newspapers is examined next. 

6.5.2 The influence of media 

Ideas about the influence of media varied from positioning the 

media as a very powerful influence to insignificant. Computers and 

the internet were mentioned only once and the teacher stated that 

the Internet was not an influence on children's learning, "because 

it is used for entertainment." While some families in this region did 

not have 'regular' television programming either by choice or lack of 

availability, television was still considered a predominant influence. 

For example one teacher said "it's [the environment] on the news 

it's in the newspaper, at this stage, TV ads would probably have a 

fairly big impact". Only one teacher did not think that television was 
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a very strong influence on the children. Her impression was that 

teachers were a much more powerful influence. 

Access to television varied in households, yet references to 

television infomercials came up quite frequently in interviews. 

Ecotips are 10 to 30 second television segments, referred to in 

popular culture as "spots" or "infomercials." They describe an 

aspect of environmental action in which community members can 

participate. Figure 41, below highlights the predominant issues 

covered by these infomercials. Pollution and energy reduction were 

the two major topics on an archived tape of Channel 10 Ecotips. 

Appendix B includes a listing of all major themes emphasized in the 

television infomercials. 
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The infomercials are quick spots that give a brief description of 

an environmental issue and offer the audience a way to participate 

in solutions. A popular one with the children advocates riding 

a bike instead of using a car, and suggests carpooling and use 

of mass transit. Another tip mentioned with frequency shows a 
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kitchen drain leading to the larger network of drains in a housing 

community. The infomercial shows car oils and other toxic, yet 

common, household materials as they are poured down a drain. 

The solutions offered included use of proper receptacles for motor oil 

and promoting awareness of the eventual destination of materials 

poured into the household sinks. Messages from some ecotips linger 

with the children. The next form of media examined was the local 

newspapers. Articles provided additional insights into the reification 

of the notion of environment in the surrounding community. 

6.6 Perspectives from the Local Newspapers 

Approximately 20 newspapers serve the regional area; of these, 

three newspapers published in close proximity to the study area 

were selected as primary sources. Newspaper issues from the 

previous months were reviewed at the central news offices to provide 

a historical perspective and reference. 

Articles with environmental themes, such as editorials about 

farming or recreation as well as articles that presented current 

community issues were examined. The latter were included to 

provide insight into community concerns and issues during this 

time. In total, more than 150 newspaper articles were explored. 

The articles were examined for the following aspects: predominant 

environmental issues, portrayal of the notion of environment, ideas 

about responsibility; ideas about positioning and solutions offered. 

6.6.1 What environmental issues were predominant in 
the local newspapers? 

Water was overwhelmingly the predominant environmental issue 

discussed in the newspapers, just as in the responses from parents 
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and in the data from children's interviews. In fact, 24% of the 151 

articles focused on issues relating to people's use of water. Topics 

ranged from salinity and algae blooms to clean water for drinking, 

lack of water and policies on water use. Figure 42, highlights 

predominant themes from the natural environment mentioned in 

newspaper articles: the river was second in frequency, followed by 

the forest. 
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6.6.2 How is the notion of environment presented in 
newspapers? 
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The environment was reified as separate from issues of 

economics, industry, social concerns and problems. The environment 

was often placed in opposition to uses of natural resources. An 

underlying tension between environment and use of the environment 

emerged. Several striking exceptions emerged from the document 

analysis and are presented first. These exceptions are from groups 

such as Landcare and Rivercare in particular. The following excerpt 



offers a glimpse into the philosophy of Landcare and the emphasis 

on "maintaining the environment for future generations." 

Landcare has been able to gain funding and with the help of, 
staff.from the department of.Land and Water Conservation 
and Catchment Management, tackled these problems in order 
to maintain the environment for future generations. 

Newspaper No. 48 

These articles stood out because they positioned community and 

people centrally in the management of environmental issues. For 

instance, the next statement begins by attributing responsibility 

to people, "Our responsibility to future generations is to ensure 

adequate water supplies and the viability of endangered native 

species like Koalas." Landcare and Rivercare groups addressed 

erosion, tree dieback, salinity, weeds, feral animals, river 

management and protection of native flora and fauna. Their position 

explained ways to help solve the environmental problems, always 

providing a mechanism for human action and agency. 

6.6.3 Environment vs. environmental uses 

~ 

The next examples from the newspapers were more typical and 

generally were less inclusive of people than those highlighted above. 

This section demonstrates how the environment was portrayed in 

relation to three local environmental issues: water, salinity and the 

forest. 

Water 

The excerpt that follows is from a proposed change to water 

management legislation. The writer recognized that in the past, 

resources such as water were considered to be unlimited and in fact 

it were considered limitless. 
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"Water Act of 1912 ... was formulated specifically to encourage 
agricultural and regional development .... Nowhere did 
it take account of a resource which has since reached the 
limits of its availability ... it no longer meets commercial or 
environmental needs. It was never intended to address the 
water resource issues of today . . . . 

Newspaper No. 14 

The article stated that water in this region had reached the 

"limits of its availability" and "no longer meets com.m.ercial 
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or environmental needs." The article acknowledged that non

sustainable practices have overused this vital resource. It also placed 

com.m.ercial needs in opposition to the needs of the 'environment'. 

Natural ecosystems are placed in contraposition to agriculture and 

industry in the excerpt below as well. 

Natural ecosystems are widely affected and existing 
investments in agricultural and industrial production are 
threatened from increasing water use .... 

Newspaper No. 14 

Further separation of the environment and environmental uses 

is rei:fied in a quest for a new chairperson, again highlighting the 

separation of conservation perspectives from. those of users of water 

resources. The quote below placed water users and conservation 

interests in opposition. It appears that industry, or 'water users' 

left unchecked would use this vital resource far beyond any hope of 

sustainability. 

The chairperson must be independent and able to ensure a 
balance between water user and conservation interests. 

Newspaper No. 47 



Salinity_ 

On a separate, but related issue, salinity, the environment was 

characterized as a commodity with an economic value. The cost of 

restoration is viewed as an economic decision. 

It is important that polices to fight salinity do not impose costs 
on communities that are greater than the value of the asset that 
is being preserved. 

Newspaper No. 01 

A separate article deemed the costs of not addressing the salinity 

issue as incalculable: 

Salinity will render some rivers undrinkable and affect 
millions ofigrazing and cropping land over the next 40 years. 
This is the future that awaits us i{ there are no new policy 
interventions. 

Newspaper No. 124 

The next article defined salinity as a problem that could become so 

severe that vital water resources would become unusable for human 

ingestion and with time useless for agricultural needs as well. 

Salinity would see some inland rivers unfit for drinking in 20 
years and unfit for irrigation in 50. 

Newspaper No. 58 

Forests 

On a third issue, the forest, the environment was presented as 

separate from issues of social and economic well being. In this case, 

conservation and the timber industry were set in opposition and the 

'environment' was portrayed as a commodity. The portrayal of the 

notion of environment in these three situations-water, salinity and 

the forests-served to solidify tensions between the 'environment' 
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and the economy, farmers and environmentalists, quality of life and 

quality of environment. 

6. 7 Where is Responsibility Attributed for the 
Environment? 

In newspaper articles, the government more than any other 

entity was attributed with responsibility to resolve a variety of 

issues. The following excerpts highlight three different local issues 

and the relationship to government intervention. 

6.7.1 The government is responsible 
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The comments below are from newspaper articles discussing the 

problem of salinity. The government was considered a deciding factor 

in halting dry land salinity. 

Governments having created the problem must wear the 
cost ofisolving it rather than shooting it home directly to the 
individual. 

Newspaper No. 16 

The key to solving dry land salinity will be publicly funded 
incentive programs. ' 

Newspaper No. 12 

In the next example, a resident spoke out about the development 

of a special area in a small township, asking for government 

intervention: 

In my opinion about the only satisfactory solution for all 
concerned is for federal and state governments to buy the land 
in question. 

Newspaper No. 54 

Recreational :fishers also asked for government sanctions to stop 

overuse and commercial use of a small lake: 



Locals want all commercial fishing stopped and need the 
government to prevent fishers from outside the local zone 
fishing in the lakes ... recreational fishing only .... 

Newspaper No. 58 

Government intervention was considered the cure for a 

variety ofi environmental issues. Highlighted above were salinity, 

development and overfishing ofi a small lake. In each ofi these 

situations, the government was expected or asked to apply sanctions, 

fund programs, purchase land or provide the financing to remedy 

problems. Individual responsibility was not introduced into the 

discussion. 

6.7.2 No one is responsible 

The second perspective that emerged was that no one was 

responsible. In these instances, environmental issues were presented 

in such a way that no one was attributed with responsibility. For 

example, one article stated 

[Placename] Council had no option but to continue using the 
waste depots in the [placename] and [placename] areas because 
there were no alternative facilities available .... 

Newspaper No. 32 

According to the above quotation there were no options other than 

continuing to add to an overtaxed waste disposal area. Alternatives 

such as reducing waste and recycling, individual and community 

responsibilities and participation were not suggested. 

While several articles did provide a more holistic view ofi issues 

people were not mentioned as agents for change. General reform 

rather than specific ways for people to act were presented. 
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The real answer is of course to manage the rivers so that excess 
nutrients from sewerage, farms, urban runoff and soil erosion 
don't get there in the first place. 

Newspaper No. 1 

People and individuals were seldom brought into the picture. A 

majority OD the articles made no reference to individual willingness 

to participate in solutions. Individuals were positioned as integral to 

the environment in only a few scenarios. 

6.8 What Can Be Done to Help the Environment? 

Solutions posed in the newspapers were grouped into several 

thematic areas: government action (in particular creation and 

enforcement OD laws); community activism through demonstrations; 

restoration OD the areas that have been damaged; technology; and 

taking care oDthe environment (picking up litter). 
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Figure 43. Solutions from newspaper articles. 

6.8.1 Government & Enforce 

Government action, laws, policies and enforcement were the 

most predominant solutions cited. The example below shows 

use OD economic sanctions to penalize individuals that damage 

the environment. 
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The [placename] land owner received the maximum on
the-spot for an individual under the new Protection ofithe 
Environment Operations Act. He failed to prevent sediment 
frnm contaminating water catchments and neighboring 
properties. 

Land owners and property developers need to be aware ofi 
their obligations to the environment and the fact that flagrant 
disregard of minimum standards will result in fines and! or 
prosecution. 

Newspaper No. 130 

Government was also involved in the creation of new laws and 

policies to manage natural resources. Water quality and quantity 

in particular were major issues. One writer discussed impending 

changes that would determine how individuals could use their local 

water supplies: 

The big change is that a local water management committee 
will develop within guidelines embodied in the new Act, 
a comprehensive and detailed plan specif~ing how local 
landholders will use water. 

Newspaper No. 134 

The new policies embodied in this new Act would cause a variety 
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of changes governing use of water. These changes would have a 

profound effect on farmers and others in the area and place control 

of this vital resource further from the individual and the community. 

6.8.2 Community Action 

The next major category that emerged pertained to community 

participation and activism. There were several ways that community 

were called to action for the environment and other issues. For 

example, people were asked to sign petitions, participate in rallies 

and attend public meetings. The community was given opportunities 

to provide input on changes to policies at local meetings. 



... preferred option would be widely publicized throughout the 
local media and residents would be given the opportunity to 
comment before any final decision was made .... 

Newspaper No. 41 

There were several invitations for public participation on 

localized issues ranging from water use to forest and riparian 

user rights. However, there was also a sentiment that the issues 

were so complex that these briefi meetings, poorly advertised and 

subsequently poorly attended provided an inadequate forum. 
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And when do we have the chance once we are informed to really 
have our say for the protection our children's future and that ofi 
the social and environmental factors . . . ? 

Newspaper No. 85 

Demonstrations were the primary vehicle for community action. 

They were organized to call attention to a variety ofi issues, for 

example: 

Fishermen protest to expose to the [townname] public, the 
media and the politicians how current proposals will destroy 
the [townname] fishing industry. 

Newspaper no. 147 

[Placename] landowners prepare to demonstrate ... in a bid 
to raise awareness ofiand to demonstrate their opposition to the 
alleged closure ofi access to public and private lands, a rally has 
been arranged .. .. 

Newspaper No. 118 

6.8.3 Restore 

The theme restoration was less predominant as a solution 

for environmental issues, however, several articles focusing on 

restoration ofi damaged habitats appeared in the newspapers. These 

restoration projects united community and government in a common 

cause. Private groups always had a hand in these approaches, as 



well as government entities. Restoring damaged ecosystems, rivers, 

habitats and agricultural land were some of the issues addressed. 

The following excerpt is from a two day panel created to discuss the 

issue of salinity and look for solutions: 

We have got to find a solution to one of the biggest problems 
in degradation we've got. That tone was sustained through 
two full days, something of a miracle considering delegation 
included large numbers of farmers and environmentalists who 
are normally at each other's throats. Goal was to develop a 
long-term salinity management program that involved federal 
state and local government, local communities, and farmers. 

Newspaper No. 3 

Total Catchment Management was an insert distributed 

throughout all of the regional papers. Jointly produced by 

community and government organizations, it was entirely devoted 

to a discussion of the environmental issues affecting water and ways 

for people to participate in the solutions. 

We rely on it's resources for clean water, productive land and 
places to enjoy. This publication will show you how catchment 
management is working ... how you can become more 
involved in helping to look after this area. 

Newspaper No. 67 

6.8.4 Take Care 

Ideas about 'taking care' and cleaning up had the smallest 

representation and were primarily evident in articles soliciting 

participation in Clean up Australia Day. This event is a highly 

advertised and well-supported one-day litter pick up. 

Volunteers collected hundreds of bags of rubbish from 
roadsides and other public areas as a part of the ... Clean up 
which has been described by . .. as an "overwhelming success". 

Newspaper No. 39 
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Solutions from the newspapers primarily advocated that 

government take a stronger role in enforcing positive behavior 

towards the environment; changes to policies governing use of 

resources was another solution offered; community activism was 

solicited to encourage change in other situations; there was also an 

emerging trend focusing on the restoration of habitats. 

6.9 Summary 

In this chapter, the notion of environment was explored through 

responses on questionnaires sent to parents, interviews with 

teachers and principals, reviews of television infomercials, and 

examination of local newspaper articles. 

Thirty parents responded to a written questionnaire stating 

that issues of water quality and pollution were the predominant 

environmental concerns. Parental perspectives on the meaning of 

environmental education ranged from teaching people about the 

results of their actions and taking care of the environment to those 

with a scientific orientation. Parents almost unanimously rated the 

importance of environmental education as very high. 

Ten teachers and 3 principals were interviewed. It appears 

that environmental education is conducted by teaching a specific 

unit every other year and by participation in one time events such 
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as cleaning up the outdoors or overnight campouts in the forest. 

Teachers discussed explicit and implicit restrictions on implementing 

environmental education. Many environmental issues have been 

the subject of heated community debates and teachers were leery 

about introducing those subjects into the agenda. Some teachers felt 

compelled to cover the environment in some way; excursions to local 



parks and preserves or participation in Clean up Australia Day were 

often used to meet that obligation. 

School faculty considered parents and home to be the primary 

influence on children's attitudes to and knowledge about the 

environment. While there was no strong sentiment towards 

increasing the emphasis on teaching and learning about the 

environment within the schools, it seems that this is in part because 

there is no strong impetus from the community or parents. Teachers 

and principals also provided insights into environmental practices 

in general in the community. Several issues were of interest: water 

in a segment of this community is regulated by the community itself 

there were also examples of community activism culminating in 

government intervention to preserve forest land. 

Examination oflocal newspapers demonstrated that water and 

the rivers are of vital concern to this community. Water issues 

involved pollution of drinking water, lack of water for irrigation, 

salinity, erosion, pollution and overuse, water for the commercial 

use and water for recreation. Different perspectives were noted in 

the newspaper articles ranging from anthropocentric to biocentric 

views. The environment was characterized as a separate issue 

from industry, commercial users, and social and economic issues. 

It was presented as an entity or commodity with 'needs' contrary 

to those of commercial and industrial use of natural resources. 

People were generally positioned outside of the environment and not 

attributed with responsibility. Responsibility for the environment in 

the newspaper articles was usually attributed to the government. 

Encouraging an individual or community capacity to act was 

limited, other than in the exceptions noted in the Landcare and 

Rivercare groups, and was strongest in encouraging protest for a 
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specific issues or attendance at public meetings. Enforcement oflaws 

and policies and levying economic sanctions were also advocated as 

ways to protect the environment. 

A few examples emerged that offered a more unified perspective 

and characterized the environment as a community and government 

responsibility. These exceptions provided avenues for participation 

uniting residents, government and special interest groups. 

The intent of this chapter was to illuminate how the environment 

is reified in the surrounding community. The final chapter discusses 

the findings of this study and the relationship between children's 

perspectives about the environment and the practices and portrayal 

of environment in the surrounding community. 



Chapter 7 

Summary and Discussion 

7 .1 Introduction 

This study examined how children perceive the notion 

of environment as well as how the notion of environment is 

portrayed in the surrounding community. The first section 

of the summary and discussion examines findings across 

information sources, highlighting distinct themes and patterns. 

A summary of the predominant themes revealed by children, 

parents, teachers, principals and local media is shown in Table 

4 on the following page. Subsequent sections relate findings 

from this study to those from previous research, and address 

the implications for teaching and learning of environmental 

education in the classroom and community. 

7 .2 Cross Analysis According to Research 
Questions and Information Sources 

The notion of environment as nature and as separate from people 

was evident in drawings and interviews from the children. This 

perspective was also reinforced in the implementation of curricula in 

the schools and in the majority of articles in the newspaper. Three 

sources where this was not the predominant view were the parental 

responses, newspaper articles describing Landcare prqjects and in 

the delivery of some of the environmental messages through Ecotips. 

The notion of environment as separate from people is discussed in 

more detail in section 7.6. 
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Research question Children's Children's Parent Teachers Principals Newspaper Television 
Drawings Interviews Questionnaire Infomercials 

Notion of Environment People are not part of Environment is nature Separate from Needs to be 'saved' 
the environment or elements from nature industrial and social 

issues 
Technologically oriented People are not part of 
and gloomy portrayals the environment Commodity with an 

economic value 

Needs to be restored 

Notion of People and their Unit to be taught on Unit to be taught 

Environmental relationship to the a global issue, i.e. the 

Education 
environment rainforest Taking care & cleaning 

up litter 
Taking care and Participation in a clean 
cleaning up up day or visit to a 

national park 
Scientific study of 
nature & ecosystems 

What Environmental 1) Pollution 1) Pollution 1) Pollution l)Water 1) Litter l)Water 1) Pollution & Energy 

Issues Were of 2) Plants & Trees 2)Water 2)Water 2) River Reduction 
3)Water 3) Plants & Trees 3) River 3) Forest 2) Habitat 

Concern? 4)Air 4)Air 4) Trees 3) Air & Residential 
Use of Resources 

Proximity of Issues of Local Local Local Local Local National 

Concern 

Influences on Television & movies Television Parents Parents Rubbish goes down 

Children's Perceptions the drains and into the 
First hand experience First hand experience Television Television waterways 

Introduction to activity Use Bicycles and mass 
transit 

Attribution of People are not People are not People are responsible Schools are not Schools are not People are not People are responsible 

Responsibility for the responsible responsible responsible responsible responsible and can take action 

Environment "They" are responsible Government is 
responsible 

Government is 
responsible No one is responsible 

Importance of Very important Not a priority Not a priority 

Environmental 
Education 

Solutions for the Science & technology Take care & clean up Clean up litter Government to enforce Reduce 

Environment will create solutions laws and create policy 
Laws and government 

Community 
Use alternative demonstrations 
resources 

Restore 

Table 4. Predominant themes from interviews and documents 
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Information from the children, parents, teachers and the 

newspaper converged regarding concern for environmental issues. 

Children and parents were very concerned about pollution, with 

water and trees alternating for top ranking. Newspapers also 

included water and the river as top concerns. Principals' on the other 

hand all mentioned litter. 

It was surprising that all ofi the information sources were 

unanimous in concern for water and the river except the top 

administrators within the schools. Possible explanations for this 

could be that recycling and cleaning up litter are heavily advertised 

through a variety ofi media and these ideas are easy to integrate 

into a school philosophy. Picking up litter is also a 'non politicized' 

action. Most people in a community could probably agree that litter 

is unsightly and would not be upset to see their children involved 

in a clean up day. On the other hand, discussions about water, 

why it is polluted and who is responsible could be perceived to be a 

highly controversial issue. Adopting "litter" as a primary concern 

regarding the environment portrays a politically acceptable and 

less controversial environmental action. A school administrator 

might adopt this stance for a variety ofireasons: perhaps simply 

because they want a clean campus; because picking up litter offers 

quick results; because it is a benefit to th~ community and the 

environment; or perhaps because taking a stand on litter is not a 

controversial issue in the community. 

Another theme was the location ofi the environmental issues 

discussed. In all instances local issues were predominant, except the 

television infomercials. The infomercials are intended for a national 

audience and address national concerns. It is interesting that all 

participants revealed that local issues, those issues that impact 
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their lives on a daily basis merited discussion. Within the schools, 

however, local issues were not a part of the discussion. This theme is 

elaborated on in sections 7.5 and 7.8. 

Children revealed that television and first hand experience 

both had a lasting effect on their perceptions of the environment. 

Teachers and principals confirmed that television is a primary 

influence but also stated that parents and families would be a strong 

influence as well. While there was a great deal of convergence about 

the predominant influence of television from the children, and school 

faculty, only faculty agreed that parents would be a strong influence. 

Further, only children perceived experience as a primary source 

of information. Yet experience as an influence was not part of the 

conversation from school faculty regarding environmental education. 

This finding points to a disjuncture between children and school 

faculty's perceptions of experience as a factor in learning about the 

environment. It also suggests a more vital role for direct experience 

and participation within the school curricula. 

People were positioned as having no responsibility for the 

environment in all instances except from three sources: parents, 

Ecotips and references to Landcare. No evidence of responsibility 

towards the environment was apparent at the schools, except in 

regards to litter. The government was attributed with responsibility 

for the environment in the children's interviews and in the 

newspaper. Inanimate objects such as machines or anonymous 

entities were also attributed with responsibility by the children. If 

people were pictured in the environment by children they generally 

positioned them as causing harm or neglecting the environment. 

This theme is discussed further in section 7.7. 



Solutions for the environment from children and principals 

involved the idea of picking up litter and cleaning up. Another 

point at which the information converges is that in the newspaper 

articles, government is portrayed as responsible for solutions. Also, 

children in their interviews expressed a belief that government and 

enforcement or laws would provide solutions. Interestingly, children's 

drawings were the only information source that revealed a belief in 

the abilities of 'technology and science' to create solutions. 

The following sections explore these themes linking to previous 

research and implications for future research. One additional theme 

was apparent. Children were exposed to a variety of conflicting ideas 

and messages about the environment. 

7 .3 Multiple Messages About the Environment 

This study showed that children receive multiple and often 

conflicting messages regarding the environment. What meaning 

of environment is evoked when the words environment or 

environmental education are used? A child's confusion regarding the 

notion of environment is evident in the following statement, "What 

is the meaning of environment anyway? I want to know because it 

might change to a different word." Figure 44 highlights a few of 

the messages about the environment that emerged from the schools, 

parents and surrounding community that add to the children's 

confusion. 
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Parents: 
People have a relationship with, 

d a responsibility for, the envi 
Local news: ,~ G;) 

"•'<.,! ,, 

-
Figure 44. Multiple messages about the notion of environment. 

How do children make sense of the multiple messages about 

the notion of environment? Wenger's (1998) theory, community of 

practice, examines the impact that life experiences have on each 

of us as learners. This research demonstrates that life experiences 

and passive learning can have a profound impact on children's ideas 

about the environment. The multiple messages received from school, 

television, home and community combine to leave the children 

confused regarding the environment and their place in it. 

7.4 The Environment Equals Nature. 

Children presented a notion of the environment as equal to 

nature. Their descriptions were often lists of elements from the 

natural environment or images of nature that seldom included 

people or any reference to people's interaction with nature. This 

perception of environment as nature is corroborated by other 
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studies with young children from rural and urban locations in the 

United Kingdom (Bonnet & Williams, 1998, p. 162) and even by 

studies with older high school aged students from urban locations in 

Australia (e.g. Hillcoat, et al., 1995). The notion of the environment 

as nature resonates with findings from the research examined in 

Chapter One (Barry, 1999, Simmons, 1993). While the majority of 

students in this study equated the environment with nature, there 

were several exceptions. A few children explored the idea that the 

environment included everything around them. These children 

expanded the definition of environment to include their community 

and their backyard, The phrases 'where we are' and 'what is around' 

also pointed to the notion of environment as broader than nature. 

These findings substantiate those summarized in Rickinson's 

(2001) critical review of environmental research stating that 

"students tend to perceive nature as a natural non-human entity" 

(p. 276). Rickinson highlighted two other ideas from the literature: 

that students associate nature with recreation and with danger 

(p. 276). These latter ideas were not supported in this thesis. 

First, there were only a few drawings that showed a recreational 

theme. Second, the danger expressed by the children from this 

sample related to a fear of harm from environmental pollution but 

not in the sense of nature as a threateni!fg place. The perception 

that nature is a dangerous or threatening place is, however, 

corroborated, for example in Wais (1994b) work with children in 

the densely populated city, Detroit. These findings could be related 

to the setting. Detroit is a very large, heavily populated urban 

area. These children, on the other hand, live in a rural community 

where they have daily opportunities for pleasant experiences 

in nature. Fears of being in nature have perhaps never been 
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introduced. Rickinson (2001) cites evidence to support the idea that 

fears of being in nature can diminish with pleasant experiences of 

nature (p. 278). 

In addition to equating environment with nature the study 

revealed other values the children place on nature. They referred to 

the environment both as a warehouse of materials for human uses 

and as 'finite'. These children determined the environment's value 

in terms of its utility for humans. Perceiving the environment as a 

warehouse of materials is a tenet of anthropocentrism that equates 

the value of the environment or nature as equal to its material value 

or utility for humans. The notion of the environment as finite, points 

to other concerns. Children saw the environment as something 

that can be used up or will disappear. In these instances, they are 

most likely referring to the non-sustainable uses of the natural 

environment, such as the clear cutting of trees. But even the ozone is 

equated as something that will be used up. They did not distinguish 

between the environment as a whole and the environment as 

individual elements of the natural world. Connell et al., (1999) also 

presented examples of the notion of the environment as 'finite' from 

older groups of students. 

Children's experience of nature is considered by some researchers 

to be the significant factor that shapes their adult relationship 

with the environment (e.g., Chawla, 1998; Palmer, Suggate, Bajd 

& Tsaliki, 1998; Tanner, 1980). It is important for educators to 

distinguish between studies of nature and experiences in nature. 

In the process of streamlining and homogenizing environmental 

education curricula, experiences outside the classroom or in 

nature have been minimized. Yet, there is evidence that shows the 

importance of children's experience with nature and the outdoors 
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[e.g., Chawla, 1988; R. Hart, 1979) and another strand of research 

that reveals the importance of children's experience on the school 

grounds [e.g., Brown & Burger, 1984; Cheskey, 1996; Cox, 1991; 

Harvey, 1989/1990; Malone, 2001; Titman, 1994). 

Children's experience of nature happens not only on planned 

outings but also in the everyday occurrences of a typical day. 

While there is a strong evidence base in the environmental and 

broader children's literature supporting the importance of children's 

experience of nature (see examples above), the value of experience 

was not shown to have a place of importance or even to be part of 

the conversation in the environmental education experienced by 

these children. This area merits further research, not only to explore 

children's experience of nature, but to integrate and demonstrate the 

· importance of experiential learning into the mainstream philosophy 

of environmental education. 

Children revealed that first hand experience leaves a lasting 

effect on their perceptions of the environment. Providing ways 

for children to directly and actively participate would enhance 

their environmental learning. "Only through direct participation 

can children develop a genuine sense of their own competence 

and responsibility to participate" (R. Hart, 1997, p. 3). While 

environmental education evolved from nature study and outdoor 

education it has moved outside of nature into the classroom, far from 

experiences and participation in the outdoor environment. 

Children learn in a wide range of ways. Their ideas and 

perceptions are influenced through intentional programs in 

education and unintentional programming such as experience. 

Children expressed the idea that people would become so involved in 
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technological advances that the natural world would be neglected. 

That the ideas of neglect would appear with this group of young 

children and older children elsewhere in Australia (Connell, et al., 

1999) points to the notion that they see and experience that the 

natural environment needs more attention and care. 

Children's views on the notion of environment were gathered 

using two methods-drawings and interviews. The drawings 

provided unique insights that did not emerge in the conversations; 

conversely the conversations in small groups allowed other 

aspects to emerge. The drawings were categorized into various 

general outlooks: positive or harmonious, gloomy or pessimistic, 

technologically oriented and both gloomy and hopeful. Predominant 

in the drawings were illustrations of an environment f.lled with 

technological artifacts. A majority of the 111 samples (47%) 

illustrated a technologically oriented outlook, followed by a gloomy 

outlook portrayed by 32% of the children, with 12% demonstrating 

positive outlooks and 14% exploring alternative outcomes or causal 

relationships. 

An aspect that was surprising given the rural setting was the 

predominance of technological artifacts in the drawings. Almost half 

the children (47%) illustrated technologically oriented environments. 

The predominance of technologically laden environments was also 

noted from younger children in New South Wales and the Australian 

Capital Territory (Fleer, 2002). The technological orientation could 

be attributed to several possible factors. One would be the media. 

Teachers agree that the media, especially television, are strong 

influences on children. Many researchers suggest that television and 

media are a primary influence on perceptions of the environment 

(e.g., Brothers, Fortner & Mayer, 1991; Keliher, 1997; Murphy, 1993; 
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Ostman & Parker, 1987; Payne, 1998). Children are bombarded with 

sensational ideas on a daily basis from the television. For instance 

ideas about genetic cloning of the endangered Tasmanian tiger and 

robot dogs were broadcast during the time of the fieldwork. 

Teachers or classroom discussions may also have influenced 

the predominance of technological artifacts. One classroom 

teacher portrayed the environment as a futuristic place filled with 

technological advances. While an emphasis on technology could 

explain a predominant futuristic orientation from this particular 

classroom, it does not explain the predominance in other classrooms 

or from other schools where the teachers did not integrate a 

futuristic orientation into their description of the environment. 

The most likely explanation of a futuristic and technological 

orientation in the children's drawings is the powerful impact of 

visual media. Several drawings appeared to mimic television and 

movie productions. Some illustrations had similar characteristics 

to "The Fifth Element," a movie that the children mentioned, 

and others borrowed elements from popular television programs. 

Television shows and movies portray the future of the environment 

in very graphic and visual ways that appear to have captured the 

imagination of these children and, in part, inspired the drawings. 

The language of technology, while it might seem fantastic, is a 

part of the everyday world of these children. It is interesting that a 

technological perspective was pervasive in the drawings but did not 

extend to the interviews, although children continued to express a 

belief in the abilities and power of science to come up with solutions 

for environmental problems. 
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The findings from children's drawings are contrasted with 

several similar studies. Alerby (2000), Barraza, (1999) and 

Fleer (2002) all used a combination of artwork and interviews to 

explore children's ideas about the environment. One of the largest 

differences between studies is the high percentage of positive 

outlooks found in Sweden (Alerby, 2002). The totals of positive 

images taper in Mexico and the United Kingdom and are at the 

lowest in this study in Australia. In this sample, a positive outlook 

was not predominant; in fact, it was the least represented. 

The Swedish study had the highest percentage of thoughts 

focusing on the good world, with approximately 50% of all the 

drawings placed in this theme. Both Mexico, the United Kingdom 

and Australia demonstrated a high percentage of gloomy outlooks. 

· It is difficult to explain why one country holds such optimistic views 

while others are so pessimistic. One possible explanation is provided 

by Yenken and Fien (2000), who wrote "that attitudes of young 

people toward the environment are also influenced by the optimism 

or pessimism young people feel about their own life chances and 

. about the future generally, and by family and peer group values and 

opinions" (p. 158). There can be many influences on the creation of 

drawings, for example television, teachers and movies, but it is the 

child who decides whether to portray a hopeful or gloomy view of 

the environment. That so many children in this thesis and in others 

portrayed such gloomy and devastating pictures of the environment 

signals that the environmental issues permeate their perceptions 

and that many children perceive them as insurmountable. 

One explanation is provided by Barraza (1999) who contrasted 

schools with an ethos of environmentalism with those with no 

particular environmental agenda. She found that children from 
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schools with a stronger environmental ethos actually had more 

pessimistic views. The precise way in which school ethos affects 

children's perceptions of the environment needs further exploration. 

Broadbase distribution of television programs, movies and curricula 

with environmental messages could also contribute to a feeling 

of being overwhelmed by the magnitude of some of the issues. 

Exploration of the effect of environmental messages on children's 

perceptions could lend understanding to ideas of empowerment. 

This also points to the importance of providing opportunities for 

children to help in the process of creating positive change for the 

environment. 

7.5 What Environmental Issues were of Concern? 

In children's interviews, water pollution was the greatest 

environmental concern. They illustrated dead and dying rivers 

and talked about having no water with which to irrigate or to 

drink. They were concerned about algae and pollution in the water; 

rubbish and its effect on sea animals; as well as contamination of 

the ocean, lakes, rivers and seas and favorite swimming areas. In 

the local community, water quality was also the prevalent issue. 

Water pollution was the primary environmental concern expressed 

in the local newspapers. Parents also named water pollution as their 

main concern. Water is impacted by algae, pollution and runoff from 

farming and agriculture, overuse by development, and salinity, all of 

which affect drinking water. 

The ramifications of living in a region with water that is 

sometimes so polluted that it unfit for human consumption would 

seem untenable, yet this issue was not discussed as a part of 

any classroom curricula. The environmental unit at the time 
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was the 'rainforest'. Children were learning about endangered 

animals. Nowhere in the school day was there an opportunity for 

children to learn about ways to work together to solve these vital 

issues. Children learned about water pollution through first-hand 

experience. In fact, during the time of the field work, children were 

required to drink bottled water because the water from the reservoir 

was temporarily unfit for human consumption. Given the status 

of the local drinking water, it was not surprising that children 

imagined a new source of water. They referred to bottled water in 

the shops as a panacea for water pollution. Possible reinforcement 

from this learning experience could be: a) that children learn 

that their local water can become unfit for human consumption; 

b) that children learn that bottled water can easily be purchased 

from the shops to replace the natural source; and c) that children 

learn that environmental problems happen in other places, such 

as the rainforest. How are children to synthesize these different 

and confusing messages? Classroom discussions do not provide any 

avenues for the children to participate in creating solutions. In fact, 

teachers could use these examples to initiate discussion regarding 

local issues but this does not seem to occur. 

There are many examples in the literature (e.g., Gough 

& Robottom, 1993; Uzzell, 1999) of environmental education 

programs that invite children to present ideas of concern about 

the environment, and then work together with community to solve 

those problems. One example is a program that resulted from 

William Stapp's work in environmental education and action 

research, called, The Global Rivers Environmental Education 

Network, which links schools with community to take action for 

their environment. Many practitioners advocate an approach 
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that integrates community and local issues within the formal 

classroom. Case studies highlighting examples of school

community collaborations are described in Environmental 

Education and Self-interest (Peel, Robottom & Walker 1997). 

Other examples are offered throughout the literature. A common 

element in these types of programs is the call to action, and they 

are known as action research. Rickinson (2001) refers to these 

participatory programs as "authentic environmental issues and 

actions" (p. 287). 

Teachers revealed that they are cautious to address local 

issues-a necessary step in local action research programs-because 

of concerns, perhaps about politicizing the curricula or community 

reprisals. Research designed to examine more fully the explicit and 

· implicit restrictions on integration of local issues into the classroom 

would be of value in the implementation of active projects with 

community and children. Integration of local issues into the school 

would appear to be essential to empowering children and creating 

communities who fulfil the mission of environmental education-by 

. not only having knowledge about issues but also the capacity to act. 

7.6 People are Separate from the Environment 

Children's perception of nature as a non-human entity is 

well supported in this thesis. The use of 'environment' conveyed 

in children's interviews revealed a sense of separation. The 

environment was characterized as something separate from daily 

life and 'out there.' Drawings reinforced this sense of separateness. 

Nearly sixty percent of the drawings included no figures of people 

anywhere in the landscape. Thirty-five drawings (31.5%) included 

human figures; the other eleven represented technologically oriented 
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beings or portions of people. While 35 students included people in 

their illustrations, the figures often are distanced or protected from 

the environment. For example, some human figures were placed in 

vehicles or covered with protective gear. 

Few studies were found in the literature that explicitly examined 

how children position themselves and others in relation to the 

environment. However, questions surrounding the human-nature 

relationship were found in several studies. (Rejeski, 1992) Rejeski 

organized one of his themes around children's depiction of species

identifying the self, humans, animals, domestic animals, birds, 
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fish reptiles and insects as potential 'species' (p. 28). He stated that 

for children aged 6 to 7, no mention of people was found. However, 

Rejeski found that the 9-10 year olds saw 'man' as a passive 

participant and by eighth grade (ages 13-14) Rejeski reported a clear 

recognition of 'man' as a part of nature (p. 38). 

Rejeski's findings above contradict those in this study. In this 

study the majority of children picture themselves and others outside 

of nature, whereas Rejeski reported a clear recognition of people 

as a part of nature. This study also did not reveal the perspective 

that humans have a passive relationship with nature. In fact, 

people, when they were included, were generally in an active role of 

contributing to, rather than solving, environmental problems. An 

examination of the social context might provide an explanation for 

the passive portrayal of people found by Rejeski versus the active 

and damaging portrayal evident in this study. 

Wals work reinforced that different physical and social 

circumstances can be seen to influence children's perceptions of 

nature, for example inner city youth in his study were the only 
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ones who portrayed nature a 'threatening place' (Rickinson, 2001, 

p. 278). Rickinson went on to say that Wal's work also suggests 

that experiences of nature can be influential, as only students who 

had not had trips to nature areas viewed nature as threatening 

(p. 278). While findings from Wal's research showed that there 

were differences due to the social settings there were also many 

similarities between the students. In fact, of the eight categories of 

nature experiences used by Wals to code students comments only 

one category "nature as a threatening place" was not shared across 

the entire sample (Wals, 1994b, p .139). 

The majority of studies of children's perceptions of nature are 

centered in urban areas with fewer that examine the experience of 

children in rural areas. An effort to build the evidence base with 

samples from a variety of cultures, a range of ages and different 

locales would assist in revealing the importance of social context on 

children's perceptions of the environment. 

The studies of Hillcoat et al., (1995) addressed concepts such 

as the human-nature dichotomy. For example Connell, et al., 

(1999) stated that "some students appeared to see the environment 

as apart from themselves." In another example, the researchers 

(Dove et al., 1999) were not specifically looking for a people-

nature relationship. An interesting finding, however, is that when 

students were encouraged to add any features they associated 

with rivers (p. 488), most children indicated that the rivers 

contained more that just water and 18% mentioned pollution and 

added wildlife. No people were included in the images-using the 

river for fishing, recreation, drinking water or irrigation, or simply 

sitting and enjoying its beauty. 



A common thread found in this thesis and also pervasive in other 

studies is the perception that people are separate from nature. As 

discussed in the Chapter One, the dominant paradigm in Western 

cultures is an orientation to nature or the environment that 

separates people from the natural world. Question arise such as, 

How do children get this notion?, and How does it become integrated 

so fully into their perspectives? Throughout the examination of 

data, the researcher found no explicit statements from teachers, 

principals', parents or the local media that said, "humans are 

separate from the environment." Yet, the relationship between 

children's ideas and the dominant paradigm is evident in children's 

perceptions of environment. Children equate environment with 

nature and as a place without people. As one child said, "Well, we 

_ are not the environment, are we?" 

How did the children adopt this perspective? Several 

explanations for the adoption of this perspective could be found in 

the practices and reification of the notion of environment in the 

surrounding community. Within the local newspapers the idea of a 

. separation between people and the environment was reinforced. In 

nearly all articles discussing an aspect of the environment, people 

were positioned outside of it, except in the case of special "Landcare 

and Rivercare" organizations. The practices at the school also reify 

the notion of separateness through the curricula and the daily 

neglect of the outdoor environment, viewing it as separate from, and 

not a part of, education. 

Landcare organizations were outstanding in how they described 

people in relation to the environment. Perhaps this perspective 

has evolved out of the practice of restoring damaged places in the 

natural environment. In the process Landcare participants see and 
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reflect not only on the damage caused by people's actions, but also 

the positive changes that can take place. They firmly locate people 

and communities as agents of responsibility and change towards the 

environment. 

7. 7 People are Not Responsible 
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Children, however, did not place people in a position of 

responsibility for the environment. A majority, 69%, did not attribute 

any relationship between people's actions towards the environment 

and causes. People were either missing entirely from the picture 

or often placed in a position as causing damage. There were a 

few examples in which people were clearly positioned in a place of 

responsibility, demonstrating a relationship between action and a 

positive result. But for the most part, the children made no causal 

links between people and actions in these entries. 

One way of removing responsibility from people was to give 

inanimate objects such as vehicles and cars the role of polluter. 

Non-specific entities were named as resp.9nsible. These included 

"they", "them", pollution, the government, and vehicles. When people 

were placed in a position of responsibility, they were inflicting 

damage on the environment, often as polluters. Hillcoat et al., 

(1995), Alerby, (2000) and Connell et al., (1999) also found that 

expressions regarding human influence related to damaging the 

environment. Others in the sample perceived the government to be 

responsible. Children voiced that laws and enforcement were needed 

to address environmental problems, an idea that was reinforced 

in the local newspapers. Studies examining responsibility toward 
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the environment is an area that has little documentation in the 

environmental literature. 

A predominant solution from children and the newspapers 

was looking to the government to create laws, policies or impose 

economic sanctions on 'polluters' to help protect the environment. 

A more local solution predominant with the children and principals 

and mentioned by a few parents was to 'take care and clean up'. 

Other researchers corroborate this notion that children often see 

cleaning up rubbish and litter as a panacea for environmental 

problems (e.g., Fleer, 1999). This notion of cleaning up as a priority 

for the environment was supported by principals, teachers and some 

parents. Clean Up Australia Day, which emphasizes cleaning up as a 

way to take care of the environment has strong school participation. 

7.8 Environmental Education in the Curricula 

The message that came through strongly from the school 

community was that the environment is not a priority. The 

environment is reined within the school practice as a 'unit' to be 

done. Environmental educators, researchers, scientists, parents 

and teachers have labored to present the case for the environment 

and, as a result, environmental education has become a part of 

the formal curricula. These efforts have succeeded in solidifying 

the language of environmental education within schools and 

communities internationally. Ironically, a side effect is that the 

compartmentalization of environment education as a subject or 

unit within the curricular agenda may not be having the desired 

effect. A statement made by Thirugnanam (1999), in her study on 

the representation of native Hawaiians in the curriculum is equally 
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true for environmental education. She stated that, "Initially it must 

have all seemed so clear cut and simple, but through the years 

we somehow lost our way and wound up far adrift from where we 

intended to be" (p. 207). Environmental education has also ended 

up far from the original intents. Rather than encouraging active 

participation and social change, environmental education was 

considered to be a 'unit' that needed to be taught at prescribed times 

according to a prescribed formula. Sometimes it was handled by 

participating in a cleanup or in an outdoor activity such as camping. 

Teachers and principals did not view environmental education as a 

living component of the curricula. 

Environmental education units were reduced to specific topics, 

usually ones that might appeal to a child's imagination, such as 

· the rainforest. This places the context of environmental education, 

environmental issues, problems and solutions far from the everyday 

world of the child. Deforestation of tropical rainforests was 

criticized while clear cutting of local forests is not even discussed. 

Local issues and a social context are not integrated into the 

curriculum. A contrast exists today where children know more about 

environmental issues in far off places such as the Antarctic than 

issues in their own locale (Payne, 1998; R. Hart, 1997). 

There seems to be a distinct gap between what is discussed 

and taught in the classroom and the issues with which children 

are concerned. There are many possible explanations for this gap. 

One explanation can be traced to the multiple interpretations of 

environmental education evidenced in the literature in Chapter 

One. Teachers are mandated to "do a unit" on environmental 

education, however the definition of environmental education is 

so broad that educators are easily able to cover this obligation 



through a once a year participation in Clean up Australia Day or 

an overnight camping trip to a local preserve. In a packed curricula 

with exceeding demands on the teacher, this approach provides a 

way to check environmental education off the list. The perception of 

environmental education without the accompanying call to action 

and human agency diminishes the intent, yet is perfectly acceptable 

under the current interpretations. Science courses, a nature walk, 

a video on the rainforest, or picking up litter are all environmental 

education. 

This research highlights the need for a deeper understanding 

of the relationship between the curriculum, teaching and learning. 

Future research identifying specific goals of curriculum and 

instruction and examining those alongside the results evidenced 

by children would be of great value in improving the results of the 

environmental education that does take place in the schools. 

7.9 Give Children a Voice 

These children were very aware ofloc~alized environmental 

issues. Children expressed a keen awareness of and concern for 

critical environmental problems in their community. They see people 

either as not part of the environment or as contributing to the 

problems in the environment but not responsible for the solutions. 

That children have formed such strong notions of the environment 

shows that many ideas are permeating their world. 

Children's ideas about the environment are generally not 

solicited. One way to approach environmental education would be 

to start from the children's ideas and to address the topics that 

concern them. Emphasizing issues in the local area would help 
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them see the results. As discussed earlier, there are many developed 

models that advocate this type of environmental education. 

Participation empowers children, creates change within the 

community and influences how children see themselves in relation 

to the environment. Including problems from the home area is a 

political and social action that will probably invite a wide range of 

contrasting ideas from the community. 

The challenging step, as advocated by Robert Hart (1997), is 
for communities and children to begin to criticize the failure ofi 
their own communities to be sustainable (p. 193). 

By looking away and addressing only problems 'elsewhere' 

children and communities neglect their own home environment. 

Further study of how the environment is portrayed and rei:fied 

in communities would help in this process of integration between 

school, home and community. 

Children's environmental education needs to be integrated 

into a community philosophy that permeates the schools. The 

expectation that the school curriculum is solely responsible for the 

"teaching of environmental education" has perhaps reinforced the 

separation of children and the environment rather than working to 

blur that invisible distinction. The belief that a child can translate 

the Amazon deforestation viewed in a video, and picking up litter 

(perhaps viewed by children as a fun way to get out of the classroom) 

into a strong concern for and ability to act for the environment 

seems unrealistic at best. 

Examining children's ideas about the notion of environment 

showed that they equate it with nature without human influence. 

This understanding opens up some important questions for 

educators and researchers. What is our understanding as 
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practitioners regarding the meaning of environment? Do we 

associate environment with nature and a place separate from 

humans? How can we see ourselves as separate from nature and 

at the same time see ourselves as integral to the environment and 

responsible for it? The language of environment is not commonly 

understood or agreed upon. The current discussion on the 

relationship between education for sustainability and environmental 

education is an example of the continuing lack of consensus. This 

debate is more than an academic one; the confusion filters into the 

practice of implementing programs in environmental education 

-often diminishing rather than strengthening the impact. 

A common ground and common understanding of the meanings 

of environmental education are foundational for all aspects of 

teaching and learning about the environment. Rather than viewing 

environmental education as a curriculum unit, perhaps we should 

see it as a social endeavor as we strive to create a sustainable way 

ofliving in our world. In order for environmental education to 

have relevance, children and communities need to be invited into 

the conversation as full participants. Studies of the relationships 

between children's participation and subsequent empowerment 

would be of great value for the future of our environment. 

7.10 Limitations of the Study 

This researcher agrees with the argument posed by Dr. Wals 

(1994b) in his summary of Pollution Stinks. 

This study does not claim that other students will share 
identical or even similar features but rather that these are 
features one might look for among other students and in other 
communities (p. 232). Every student, school or community 



displays not only itself, but also features it has in common with 
other students, schools and communities (p. 231). What one 
learns with one group of students can inform studies in other 
settings 

(Wals 1994b). 

This study provides a design for examining the relationships 

between children's perceptions of the environment and the 

environmental practices in the surrounding community. The overall 

research design should be replicated, but of course each researcher 

and community will add nuances and variation. As Dr. Wals has 

implied above, examining a different community could reveal 

similar and different connections. The community in this sample 

was undergoing rapid environmental change. What issues would be 

revealed by students in a more stable situation? Would students in 

an urban environment reveal dramatic differences? Would the local 

issues be predominant concerns for parents and children, yet be 

left out of the curriculum in another community? Are parents and 

families in urban settings more removed from environmental issues 

than those in this rural environment? 

As mentioned in previous sections of t_he chapter, there are 

many implications for future research. Two areas of particular 

importance would include exploring the relationship between 

participation and empowerment and examining passive or "hidden 

learning" regarding the environment and the impact on children. 

In this stage of analysis the researcher explored only pooled data 

from the schools in order to illuminate the learning that takes 

place in a community of practice. The schools were chosen because 

of shared characteristics and treated as one entity. A later stage of 

analysis could examine these schools individually highlighting the 

commonalities and differences among them. 
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This study attempted a comprehensive examination of children's 

perceptions in an Australian context. The study contributes to the 

literature by extending our knowledge of children's perceptions of 

the environment. The findings of this study invite a rethink of the 

articulation and mode of implementing environmental education 

in our schools. Environmental education is more than learning 

aboout important environment facts. Ifwe listen to these children 

in this study, environmental education also requires a strong, local 

participatory component. 
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Appendix A 

Research and Interview Tools 

Description ot Journal Activities for Teachers 

Pre-interview activity (administered by teacher) 

This activity takes nearly one class period (45 minutes). After 

about ten minutes small groups of students (3 to 4) are brought out 

of the room for interviews and the rest of the class continue with 

the journal activity. Depending on class size the interviews often 

continue for an additional class period while regular class activities 

continue. 

The goal is to get students thinking about the environment. We 

would like to have a drawing or story from each student. Students 

are asked to imagine the environment in 50, 80 or 100 years and 

describe what they imagine either in writing or by drawing. They 

can picture themselves as grandparents. 

To get the activity started you can ask students to describe 

what the word environment means to them. Write all the words on 

the board and students can use that as a basis for their story or 

drawing. 

Another approach is to ask students to imagine themselves as 

grandparents and then write a letter (to a friend) describing the 

environment. 
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Student Page for Journal Activity 

NAME OF SCHOOL YEAR IN SCHOOL GROUP NUMBER 

STUDENT FIRST NAME ONLY BIRTH DATE 

Imagine that it is 50 years in the future and you are old enough to be a 
grandparent. What do you think the environment will be like? Use this page 
to draw a picture or write a story that tells YOUR IDEAS about the future 
and the environment. 

Use the other side if you need more room ... 
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Guiding Questions for Interviews - Students Year 6 

• What did you write/draw about in your story? 

• What does "environment" mean to you? 

• Where did you get some of those ideas? 

• What do you think the environment will be like in fifty 

years? 

• Why do you think it will be like that? 

• What kinds of things will be the same/ different? 

• What is going to happen to make the world the way 

you imagine it? 

• Are there things you could do to change this? . 

• Are there things you and your family do now to help 

look after the environment? 

• What do you think is the most important thing about 

the environment? 
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Guiding Questions for Interviews - Teachers Year 6 

• What do you think is the most important thing to 

share with your students about the environment? 

• What do you think are some of the major influences on 

your students perceptions of the environment? 

194 

• What types of programs has this class had in 

environmental education this year? (Are there any written 

curriculum. descriptions?) 

• Do you know what type of environmental education 

programs your class participated in last year? 

• What types of outdoor study activities do you and your 

class participate in? 

• What courses seemed to have the greatest impact on 

your students and why? 



Parents Questionaire 

STUDENT 
NAME OF SCHOOL 

Dear Students: 

STUDENT 
YEAR OR GRADE 

STUDENT 
DATE OF BIRTH 

.____ ____ I .____I _ ___. 

We are hoping that you will want to help in this environmental research project by talking 
with your family about the environment. If you and your parents choose not to answer these 
questions no response is required. Ifiyou and your parents choose to answer these 
questions please return this form to your classroom tomorrow. Thank you. 

PLEASE ASK YOUR MOM AND DAD OR OTHER FAMILYi MEMBERS THE 
FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AND WRITE DOWN THE ANSWERS. 

What are your favorite things to do as a 
family in or for the environment? 
Please name three to jive. 

What do you think are 
the most important 

environmental issues? 
Please name three. 

How important do you think 
environmental education is? 
__ Very important X 
__ Not very important 
__ Not important at all 
__ Other _________ -j 

~ 
How often do you participate in 
these activities? X 
__ Every Day 

Once a week --
Once a Month --
Several Times a Year --
Other --

What does environmental 
education mean to 

at do you think can 
make a difference for 

the environment? 

y ou? 

Write one question about the environment that interests you. Then discuss 
with your family and write down the response. Your question could start with: 
I would like to know ... _________________________ _ 

If you need more room to write or have any other comments please use the back df this page. 
Thank you for participating in this study on Australian Childrens' Ideas About the Environment. 
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AppendixB 

All Ecotips with NUDIST Coding and Categories 

Ecotip 01 

(2 3 3) 

(2 3 5) 

(2 4 7) 

(2 4 14) 

Ecotip 02 

(12 7) 

(2 4 7) 

(2 4 14) 

Ecotip 03 

(12 7) 

(2 4 14) 

Ecotip 04 

(12 7) 

(2 4 14) 

Ecotip 05 

(12 7) 

(2 114) 

(2 3 3) 

Ecotip 06 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Global warming 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Residential 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Residential 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/air 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 
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(127) 

(2 18) 

Ecotip 07 

(127) 

(2 16) 

Ecotip 08 

(127) 

(2414) 

Ecotip 09 

(127) 

(2 115) 

(2 4 9) 

Ecotip 10 

(127) 

(2 2 10) 

Ecotip 11 

(127) 

(2 1 21) 

(12 7) 

(2 11) 

(2 2 11) 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Trees 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Forest 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Habitat 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Fishing 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues/Oil Spills 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/invasive 

plants & animals 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/River 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues/Rubbish 
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(2 3 3) 

Ecotip 13 

(127) 

(221) 

(2 4 7) 

Ecotip 14 

(127) 

(221) 

(2 4 7) 

(3 2 1) 

Ecotip 15 

(12 7) 

(2 15) 

Ecotip 16 

(12 7) 

(2 114) 

(2 3 3) 

Ecotip 17 

(12 7) 

(2 16) 

Ecotip 18 

(12 7) 

(2414) 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues/Drains 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Residential 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues Drains 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Residential 

Contextual Factors/Parents & Family/ 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Plants 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/air 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Forest 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Env Uses/Energy Reduction 
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(127) 

(2 2 13) 

Ecotip 20 

(12 7) 

(2 19) 

Ecotip 21 

(12 7) 

(2 2 13) 

Ecotip 22 

(12 7) 

(2 114) 

(2 3 3) 

(2 3 5) 

Ecotip 23 

(127) 

(2 114) 

(2 3 3) 

(2 3 5) 

Ecotip 24 

(12 7) 

(2 111 

(2 115) 

199 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues/Recycling 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Water 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Human Env Issues/Recycling 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/air 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Global warming 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/air 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Pollution 

Environmental Issues/Env Processes/Global warming 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/ Animals 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Habitat 



(1 2 7) 

(2 115 

(2 121) 

Ecotip 26 

(12 7) 

(2 11) 

(2 120) 

Ecotip 27 

(12 7) 

(2 11) 

(2 115) 

(2 1 20) 

Ecotip 28 

(1 2 7) 

(2 115) 

Ecotip 29 

(1 2 7) 

(2 113) 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Habitat 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/invasive 

plants & animals 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/River 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Catchment 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/River 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Habitat 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Catchment 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Habitat 

Descriptive Coding/Doctype/TV - Ecotip 

Environmental Issues/Natural Env Issues/Wetland 
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Appendix C - Analysis Tools 

Index Tree from Nudist "Node~" 

(l)Descriptive Coding 
(1 l)Case 

( 1 1 l)Fieldsite One 
(112)Fieldsite Two 
( 1 1 3)Fieldsite Thre 

( 1 2)Doctype 
( 1 2 l)Student Journal 
( 1 2 2)Student Interview 
(123)Newspaper Article 
( 1 2 4)Principal Interview 
(1 2 5)Teacher Interview 
( 1 2 6)Env Impact Statement 
(1 2 7)TV - Ecotip 
(12 8)Parent Questionairre 
( 1 2 9)Curriculum 
(1 2 l0)External Field Study Sites 
(1 2 Il)Literature 
(1212)Teacher intro 
(12 126)Student Journals Only 

(1 4)Gender (Journals Only) 
(14 l)Fem 
(14 2)Male 

(2)Environmental Issues 
(2 l)Natural Env Issues 

(2 1 l)River 
(2 1 2)Waterways 
(2 1 3)rainforest 
(2 14)Ocean 
(2 1 5)Plants 
(2 1 6)Forest 
(2 1 7)Ozone 
(2 18)Trees 
(2 19)Water 
(2 110)Lakes 
(2 1 l l)Animals 
(2 112)Fauna 
(2 113)Wetland 
(2 114)Air 
(2 115)Habitat 
(2 116)Coastal 
(2 117)Antarctic 
(2 118)Soil 
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(2 1 19)Beaches 
(2 l 20)Catchment 
(2 1 21)Invasive plants & animals 
(2 1 22)Algal blooms 
(2 1 23)Biodiversity 
(2 1 24)Cultural 

(2 2)Human Env Issues 
(2 2 l)Drains 
(2 2 2)Factories 
(2 2 3)Local Factory 
(2 2 4)Waste 
(2 2 5)Hunger & shelter 
(2 2 6)Vehicles 
(2 2 7)Population 
(2 2 8)Salinity 
(2 2 9)Sewerage 
(2 2 l0)Oil Spills 
(2 2 ll)Rubbish 
(2 2 12)Development 
(2 2 13)Recycling 
(2 2 17)Genetically modified foods 
(2 2 21)War 

(2 3)Env Processes 
(2 3 l)Floods 
(2 3 2)Ozone layer 
(2 3 3)Pollution 
(2 3 4)Extinction 
(2 3 5)Global warming 
(2 3 6)Drought 
(2 3 24)Erosion 

(2 4)Env Uses 
(2 4 l)Woodchipping 
(2 4 2)Logging 
(2 4 3)Oyster Farming 
(2 4 4)Tourism 
(2 4 5)Swimming 
(2 4 6)Dairy Farming 
(2 4 7)Residential 
(2 4 8)Irrigation 
(2 4 9)Fishing 
(2 4 l0)Recreational 
(2 4 1 l)Manufacturing 
(2 4 12)Schools 
(2 4 13)Conservation land 
(2 4 14)Energy Reduction 
(2 4 19)Farming 

(2 5)N atural Env Issues - Most Frequent 
(2 5 l)River 
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(2 5 2)Waterways 
(2 5 3)Rainforest 
(2 5 4)Ocean 
(2 5 5)Plants 
(2 5 6)Forest 
(2 5 8)Trees 
(2 5 9)Water 
(2 5 l0)Lakes 
(2 5 ll)Animals 
(2 5 12)Fauna 
(2 5 13)Wetland 

(3)Contextual Factors 
(3 l)Teachers Introduction 
(3 2)Parents & Family 
(3 3)TV 
(3 4)Movies 
(3 5)In Class Study 
(3 6)School Administrators 
(3 7)External Field Sites 
(3 8)School Landscape 
(3 9)Community 
(3 l0)Policy 
(3 1 l)Billboard 
(3 12)Books 
(3 13)Students 
(3 14)First hand experience 
(3 15)Government 
(3 16)Economic 
(3 17)Focus group 
(3 18)Teachers Example 
(3 19)N ewspaper 

(4)Conceptualization ofiNature 
(4 l)Homocentric 
(4 2)Anthropocentric 
(4 3)Biocentric 
(4 4)Aesthetic 
(4 5)Environmental 
(4 6)Religious Reference 
(4 7)Technologically Oriented Environment 
(4 8)En Adaptation 
(4 9)Flora "not green" 
(4 l0)Pastoralism 
( 4 I l)Environmental Adaptation 
( 4 12)Ethical Concern 
(4 13)Ecologistic 
(4 14)Moralistic 
( 4 18)Recreational 

(5)Outlook 

203 



(5 l)Gloomy 
(5 2)Positive 
(5 3)Causal 
(5 4)Techno 
(5 5)No category 

(6)Proximity 
(6 l)Localized 
(6 2)National 
(6 4)International 
(6 5)Global 
(6 6)Outer Space 
(6 7)Non-speciflc 

(7)Positioning 
(7 3)PositioningOthers 

(7 3 l)out 
(7 3 2)in 

( 10 )Artifacts 
(10 l)Damaging 
(10 3)Protecting 
(10 8)Techno 
(10 l0)Econ 

(Il)Reification of environment 
(12)My backyard 
(13)Solutions 

( 13 l)economic 
(13 2)Techno 
( 13 3)philosopbical 
(13 4)Power of Science 
( 13 5)Disconnected 
( 13 6)Fantasy 
( 13 7)Action 
(13 8)Take care 
( 13 9)Connected 
(13 l0)Romantic good ol days 
(13 ll)Reflecting 
(13 12)Results 
(13 13)Laws & policy 
(13 14)Stop littering 
(13 15)Government 
( 13 16)Enforce 
(13 17)De-compartmentalization 
(13 18)Clean up oz day 
(13 19)Restoration 
(13 20)Recycling 
(13 21)Restrictions 
(13 22)Someone else 

(14)People's Actions 
(14 l)Damaging 

204 



( 14 2)Helpful 
(14 3)Relationship 
(14 4)No relationship 

(16)Questions - Students 
(16 l)SQ 1 
(16 2)SQ 02 
(16 3)SQ 03 
(16 4)SQ 04 
(16 5)SQ 05 
(16 6)SQ 06 
(16 7)SQ 07 
(16 8)SQ 08 
(16 9)SQ 09 
(16 10)SQ 10 
(16 11)SQ 11 
(16 12)SQ 12 
(16 13)SQ 13 
(16 14)SQ 14 

(17)Questionairre Parent 
( 1 7 l)Parent Q3 
( 1 7 2)Parent Q4 
(17 3)Parent Q5 
(17 4)Parent Ql 
( 1 7 5)Parent Q2 
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Template 

Descriptive Data 

Case 
Journal Name 
Story/Drawing 
Male/ Female 

Outlook 

Positive outlook 
Gloomy outlook 
Cause and effect (contrast between positive and gloomy) 
Technologically oriented environment 

Environmental Issues 

Natural 
Processes 
Human 
Uses 

Proximity 

Localized 
Regional 
National 
International 
Global 
Outer space/ other worlds 

. Non Specific 

People 

Where and how are people represented in these drawings? 
Describe 

Positioning of People 

Within the environment 
Outside of the environment 

Human Influence and Actions 

Helpful 
Damaging 
Relationship 
No relationship 
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