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School Environm ental Educat ion Program m e I m pacts Upon 
Student  and Fam ily Learning: A Case Study Analysis 

 

By Roy Ballantyne, John Fien and Jan Packer 

 

Abstract : 
 
This art icle uses a case study approach to explore the im pact  of two 

school environm ental educat ion program m es, from  the perspect ive 

of part icipat ing students, their  teachers and their parents. A total of 

152 students (79 from  prim ary schools and 73 from  a secondary 

school) , 3 teachers and 62 parents cont r ibuted their  percept ions 

regarding the im pact  of the program m es. Each program m e is 

described in detail and students’ responses com pared across the 

two program m es and across different  class groups part icipat ing in 

each program m e. I t  is concluded that  both program m es were 

successful in engaging students in thinking and learning about  

environm ental issues, although som e program m e features were 

m ore likely than others to lead to im pacts beyond the bounds of the 

classroom . Recom m endat ions are m ade regarding those features 

that  need to be included in school environm ental educat ion 

program m es in order to m axim ise student  and fam ily learning 

outcom es. 

 

 

As awareness of the enorm ity of global environm ental problem s has 

increased in recent  decades, school environm ental educat ion 

program m es have becom e increasingly widespread. Num erous 

studies indicate that  teachers and students in m any parts of the 

world are addressing outcom es relevant  to environm ental educat ion 

and that  students in m any schools are act ively involved in local 

environm ental projects (Scoullos, 1999) . Experiences such as 

plant ing t rees, cleaning creeks, collect ing inform at ion and taking 

posit ive act ion in the local environm ent  are often incorporated into 

these program m es and students report  having learned new 

inform at ion, skills, at t itudes and approaches to environm ental 

problem s (Ballantyne et  al.,  in press) . I t  has also been suggested 

that  school environm ental educat ion program m es can potent ially 

reach a wider audience than the student  populat ion through the 

process of intergenerat ional influence (Ballantyne et  al.,  1998a) . 

Som e environm ental educat ion act ivit ies and approaches, for 

exam ple, encourage students to discuss environm ental issues and 

act ions with their  parents and other adults in the com m unity 

(Ballantyne et  al.,  in press) . However, the extent  to which 

involvem ent  in such projects leads to students, their  parents and 

other adults in the com m unity developing an increased appreciat ion 

of the relat ionships between people and environm ents and 



enhanced insights, com m itm ents and skills for act ing on behalf of 

the environm ent  rem ains unclear. 

 

This art icle uses a case study approach to explore som e of the 

learning outcom es, at t itudinal and behavioural changes and 

intergenerat ional influence effects result ing from  students’ 

part icipat ion in school environm ental educat ion program m es. The 

data reported here were collected as part  of a larger study on the 

factors cont r ibut ing to intergenerat ional com m unicat ion regarding 

the environm ent , the results of which are reported elsewhere 

(Ballantyne et  al.,  1998b, 2000 in press) . This art icle focuses on 

two program m es in Aust ralia  -  one conducted in a pr im ary school 

with Year 5 and Year 7 students (aged 9 -  12) , the other in a 

secondary school with Year 9 students (aged 13 -  14) . The two 

program m es are described, data collect ion procedures explained 

and the im pact  of the program m es on students and their  parents 

explored from  a variety of perspect ives. Finally, conclusions are 

drawn regarding the type of impact  environm ental educat ion 

program m es are likely to achieve and the factors which cont r ibute 

to or lim it  their  im pact  on student  and fam ily learning, at t itudes and 

behaviour. 

 

Descript ion of the Environm ental Educat ion Program m es 

 
Prim ary School Program m e: ` Story W alk’ 
 

The Story Walk program m e (Pullenvale Environm ental Educat ion 

Cent re, 1996)  was developed and conducted by an environm ental 

educat ion cent re on the outskir ts of Brisbane, Aust ralia, and aim ed 

to develop students’ environm ental concepts, values and skills by 

explor ing the them e ` the past  holds m any stor ies about  people and 

the environm ent  that  are essent ial to our understanding of the 

environm ental situat ion we have today’. This was approached by 

allowing students to discover the fict ional story of the fr iendship 

between Mat thew and Kara, a young white boy and Aboriginal gir l 

who lived in the m id-1800s in Aust ralia. The story provides the 

context  within which students can explore connect ions between the 

personal, social and natural world.  

 

The Story Walk program m e was designed to be integrated with the 

Year 5 Social Studies curr iculum , although classes from  other year 

levels were not  excluded from  taking part . Class teachers were 

given guidelines on act ivit ies that  could be undertaken in class 

before and after the students’ visit  to the cent re. To this end, the 

program m e or ` story’ consisted of four sect ions called ` chapters’. 

The first  chapter was com pleted in the classroom  and was designed 

to prepare students for their  visit  to the cent re, set  the scene for 



the story and establish a com m itment  to the adventure at  the 

cent re. I n this phase, students were involved in learning m ore 

about  the past  and the differ ing views of School Environm ental 

Educat ion Program m e Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people toward 

the land. I n Chapter 2 the students visited the cent re where the 

story cont inued to unfold. The educator from  the cent re presented 

the story within four specially m ade set t ings, each of which 

represented the hom e of one of the m ain characters. As the 

students visited the four sites around the cent re, they gathered 

clues to invest igate the m ain characters and their  fam ilies. The 

em erging story highlighted the link between people and the 

environm ent , the com plex issues that  surround the use of water as 

a resource and the displacem ent  of the Aboriginal people from  their  

land in colonial t im es. During this process, students were 

confronted with an environm ental problem  that  they were required 

to address when they returned to school for Chapter 3. 

 

Chapter 3 set  students the task of researching, writ ing and 

present ing their  own ending to the story. To do this they had to 

address the environm ental conflict  faced by the characters in the 

story and ` save the catchm ent ’ in som e way. The students also 

revisited the work they had done on Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

visions of the land at  the beginning of the program m e and related 

this both to the characters in the story and to the present -day 

context . I n the final chapter in the story a m em ber of the cent re’s 

staff visited the part icipat ing schools for a day and told the author’s 

ending to the story. Links were drawn between the environm ental 

problem  posed in the story and the sam e problem  in the present -

day context  in the students’ local area. Students were int roduced to 

the concept  of a catchm ent , undertook basic water quality tests at  a 

creek near their  school and were asked to consider the m ajor sites, 

such as townships and local indust ry, which m ight  affect  local water 

quality. 

 

The Story Walk program m e was observed with students from  two 

different  pr im ary schools, a pr ivate school in an inner suburb of 

Brisbane (4 m ale and 27 fem ale Year 7 students)  and a state school 

in a sm all town approxim ately 80 km  from  Brisbane (18 m ale and 

30 fem ale Year 5 students) . The teacher of the Year 7 group spent  

12 weeks preparing the students for the Story Walk program m e by 

int roducing relevant  them es into classroom  act ivit ies in Social 

Studies, English and Science. Thus, for exam ple, she developed 

their  background knowledge of Aboriginal culture, European 

set t lem ent , different  writ ing genres and the chem ical com pounds 

used in water test ing. After com plet ing the program m e, student  

learning was further consolidated by a class presentat ion on 

Aboriginal reconciliat ion for Nat ional ` Sorry’ Week, and a cont inuing 



Social Studies program m e on ` Governm ent ’ that  focused on social 

and environm ental issues in their  state. The Year 5 group consisted 

of a double class with two teachers teaching as a team . These 

teachers spent  3 weeks preparing students for the program m e, 

using the set  act ivit ies. I n Chapter 3 they used dram a rather than 

story writ ing to present  their  story endings and in Chapter 4 they 

incorporated a rainforest  walk with guided talks, sensory awareness 

and worksheet  act ivit ies. 

 

Secondary School Program m e: ` Six Thinking Hats’ 
 

This program m e used DeBono’s ` six thinking hats’ approach (De 

Bono, 1992)  to explore a local environm ental problem . According to 

this approach, there are six different  m odes of thinking, each of 

which is represented by a different  colour hat  ( red hat  -  em ot ions;  

yellow hat  -  good points;  black hat  -  bad points;  green hat  -  

creat ivity;  white hat  -  inform at ion;  and blue hat  -  organisat ion of 

thinking) . The purpose of the six hats m ethod is to encourage 

people to use all six m odes of thinking and to switch easily between 

them . 

 

The program m e was incorporated into three Year 9 Studies of 

Society and Environm ent  classes at  a pr ivate gir ls’ school in 

Brisbane. A total of 73 students part icipated in the program m e. One 

class ( referred to as Class A)  was taught  by the teacher who had 

developed the program m e and the other two classes ( referred to as 

Classes B and C)  were taught  by a different  teacher. The 

program m e had the following aim s:  

 

• to raise students’ awareness of local environm ental problem s;  

• to develop students’ understanding of the research process 

involved in invest igat ing a problem ;  

• to encourage students to think crit ically about  the topic of their  

research;  and to develop students’ oral presentat ion skills. 

 

As an int roduct ion to the program m e, the classes studied the 

problem  of air  pollut ion and were addressed by a local air  pollut ion 

expert . This was considered to be a part icular ly relevant  issue for 

these students as their  school is situated on a m ain arter ial road in 

Brisbane which carr ies heavy vehicles, both day and night . The 

students then looked at  a second exam ple of a local environm ental 

problem  derived from  their  class textbook, concerning the declining 

num bers of koalas in Brisbane, and considered how the six hats 

could be used to report  on the problem . 

 

The students then form ed sm all groups of 2 -  4 to invest igate a 

local environm ental problem  of their  own choosing, using the six 



thinking hats m ethod. The topics chosen included air  pollut ion, 

noise pollut ion, water pollut ion, graffit i,  urban developm ent , 

declining koala num bers, lit ter, anim al abuse and st ray dogs. Class 

t im e was allocated to allow students to work on their  research, 

assisted where necessary by the teacher. 

 

Using the red hat , the student  groups considered how they felt  

about  the part icular problem  they were studying. They then 

gathered inform at ion regarding their problem  (white hat )  from  a 

variety of sources by telephoning and writ ing to local and state 

authorit ies, non-governm ent  groups and com m unity act ion groups, 

visit ing school and com m unity librar ies and searching the internet  

on the school com puter. As part  of this process, m any students 

discussed the issue at  hom e with their parents and enlisted their 

assistance in contact ing organisat ions. Som e student  groups also 

conducted their  own invest igat ions by recording the am ount  and 

variety of rubbish in a local park, observing the health of flora and 

fauna, taking photos and conduct ing surveys. 

 

The next  three thinking hats involved students in discussing their  

issue and sharing their  ideas within their sm all group. They 

considered the costs and benefits of exist ing solut ions to the 

part icular problem  (black hat  and yellow hat )  along with creat ive 

ideas for alternat ive solut ions (green hat ) . Finally, an organisat ion 

of thinking com ponent  (blue hat )  was incorporated using two 

exercises, a ` habits of m ind’ table and a ` learning log’. The form er 

involved students regular ly rat ing their perform ance of certain 

act ions or ` habits of m ind’ such as planning, using resources and 

using feedback from  others. The lat ter involved students keeping a 

record of the things they had done which just ified the rat ings they 

had given them selves on the ` habits of m ind’ table. 

 

The class teachers m onitored the students’ progress at  regular 

points throughout  the program m e. Student  groups were required to 

prepare three pieces of assessm ent :  a writ ten report , an oral 

presentat ion and an evaluat ion report  which sum m arised the 

inform at ion collected in the habits of m ind table and learning log. 

The oral presentat ion was considered part icular ly im portant  as it  

provided students with an opportunity to express their  feelings and 

opinions about  the problem  they researched as well as listening to 

other students’ presentat ions. Students were encouraged to use a 

variety of visual aids in their  presentat ions, including posters, 

puppet  shows, costum es, photos, tables and figures. 

 

Although both of the part icipat ing teachers followed the procedures 

out lined above, the teacher of Class A provided her students with 

m ore help than the teacher of Classes B and C, part icular ly in term s 



of locat ing environm ental inform at ion sources in the com m unity, 

m onitor ing group progress and giving advice on im proving oral 

presentat ion skills.  

 

Data Collect ion Procedures 
 
The im pact  of these two environm ental educat ion program m es was 

explored from  the perspect ive of the students (using 

quest ionnaires) , their  teachers (using personal interviews)  and their  

parents (using telephone interviews) . The data reported here are 

part  of a larger data set  that  includes general inform at ion on 

student  environm ental or ientat ion and fam ily com m unicat ion. 

However, as this art icle focuses specifically on students’ responses 

to the environm ental educat ion program m es and the program m es’ 

im pact  on their  lives, only those item s relevant  to the research 

quest ions are described here. 

 

On com plet ion of the program m e, students were asked to com plete 

a quest ionnaire which included a num ber of short  open-ended 

quest ions regarding what  they liked about  it ,  what  they had 

learned, whether the program m e had m ade them  want  to change in 

any way, and whether they would like to part icipate in another 

sim ilar program m e. Three of the teachers involved in the 

program m es were interviewed about  their percept ions of the 

successful elem ents of the program m e and the reasons for this. 

Their com m ents provided useful insights into the aspects of the 

program m es that  im pacted m ost  on the students. Students’ parents 

were also invited to part icipate in a 15-m inute telephone interview 

with a m em ber of the research team . Parents were asked whether 

the student  had discussed aspects of the program m e with them , 

and if so, what  was the nature of their  discussion. They were also 

asked whether and in what  ways they felt  the program m e had 

im pacted on their  children. Of the 152 students who part icipated in 

the two environm ental educat ion program m es, 62 had parents who 

agreed to be interviewed (41%  in total;  42%  from  the Story Walk 

program m e and 40%  from  the Six Thinking Hats program m e) . 

 

Exploring the I m pact  of the Program m es 

 

I n the following analyses, the impact  of the two environm ental 

educat ion program m es is explored from  a variety of perspect ives. 

By com paring the two program m es, as well as the different  class 

groups within each program m e, insights are gained into the extent  

to which im pacts vary across different  contexts. Both quant itat ive 

and qualitat ive analyses are used.  

 

 



Students’ Reports of their  Enjoym ent  of the Program m e 
 
Students were asked to rate how m uch they liked the program m e 

on a five-point  scale, and then to indicate which parts of the 

program m e they liked or disliked, and why. I n term s of the 

quant itat ive rat ing scale, the students enjoyed the Story Walk 

program m e m ore than the Six Thinking Hats program m e (Mann -  

Whitney Test , Z5 3.87, p , 0.001) , the m odal response being ` quite 

a lot ’ for the form er and ` a lit t le’ for the lat ter. Further invest igat ion 

revealed that  this effect  was due to a very high level of enjoym ent  

reported by the Year 5 Story Walk class and a very low level of 

enjoym ent  reported by the Six Thinking Hats Class C (83%  of the 

form er lik ing the program m e at  least  ` quite a lot ’,  com pared with 

28%  of the lat ter) . I n all of the other classes, 55 -  58%  of students 

reported lik ing the program m e. An exam inat ion of students’ 

qualitat ive responses to quest ions regarding what  parts of the 

program m e they liked and why sheds som e light  on these 

responses.  

 

The Year 5 class (Story Walk program m e)  great ly enjoyed their  visit  

to the environm ental educat ion cent re and seeing the characters’ 

hom es that  had been set  up there. One site in part icular that  

at t racted their  interest  was a ` cubby’ (children’s playhouse)  built  

and used by the children in the story. Students’ com m ents indicated 

that  they had been able to connect  with this set t ing because it  

` looked like it  was m ade by kids’ and ` felt  like it  was m y own’. This 

group of students also com m ented on aspects such as the m ystery, 

the reality and the novelty of the experience ( ` it  seem ed real and 

you felt  a special sensat ion, as if you really were alive back then’) , 

as well as the accessibilit y of the item s on display ( ` I  could touch 

things’) . Students in this class also enjoyed the water- test ing part  

of the program m e and were interested by the pract ical applicat ion 

of scient ific m ethods. 

 

The Year 7 class differed quite clearly in their responses to the 

Story Walk program m e. These students were m ore likely to cite the 

water- test ing aspect  of the program m e as som ething they enjoyed 

rather than the visit  to the environm ental educat ion cent re (74%  

m ent ioned water test ing and 61%  m ent ioned the cent re, com pared 

with 38%  and 64%  respect ively of the Year 5 class) . Only a few 

students in the Year 7 class singled out  the ` cubby’ house as 

som ething they had part icular ly enjoyed, com pared with nearly half 

of the Year 5 class who m ent ioned this site. Year 7 students were 

also m ore likely to refer to the story itself as som ething they 

enjoyed rather than the m ore concrete ` hands on’ act ivit ies 

m ent ioned by the younger students. I n general, the m ystery, reality 



and novelty of the experience were as relevant  to the Year 7 

students as they were to the Year 5s although a few students did 

report  that  they found aspects of the experience ` babyish’. ( I t  

should be noted that  the Story Walk program m e was specifically 

designed for the Year 5 level.)  

 

The differences between the three classes part icipat ing in the Six 

Thinking Hats program m e were not  as clear as those in the Story 

Walk program m e as the students were all the sam e age and two of 

the classes were led by the sam e teacher. I n general, the aspect  

students liked m ost  about  the program m e was the opportunity to 

present  their work to the class (37%  m ent ioned this as an aspect  

they liked) . Other aspects which students reported having liked 

were learning about  the environm ent  (21% ) , observing and 

invest igat ing problem s in the field (14% ) , preparing audiovisual 

m aterials to accom pany their  talk (13% )  and hearing other 

students’ presentat ions (7% ) . These pat terns varied lit t le across 

classes. 

 

However, the extent  to which students enjoyed the research aspect  

of the program m e ( finding out  inform at ion)  did vary between 

classes. Overall,  25%  of students were posit ive about  this aspect  

and 24%  were negat ive. However, in Class A the balance was 29%  

posit ive and 4%  negat ive;  in Class B 35%  posit ive and 30%  

negat ive, and in Class C 15%  posit ive and 37%  negat ive. The 

reasons students gave for dislik ing the research aspect  were that  it  

was difficult  to find inform at ion, there was not  enough t im e and 

they did not  know where to start  looking. These problem s m ay have 

been alleviated in Class A by the ext ra at tent ion given to this aspect  

by the teacher. As their  enjoym ent  of the research aspect  of the 

program m e appeared to be the m ain difference am ong the classes, 

as well as the m ajor aspect  disliked by students in Class C, it  is 

quite possible that  the difficulty these students experienced in 

researching their  topic cont r ibuted to their  low level of enjoym ent  of 

the program m e overall.  

 

Students’ Reports of their  Learning from  the Program m e 
 

Students were asked what  they had learned in the program m e and 

how useful they thought  that  learning would be to their  lives. Again, 

in the Story Walk program m e, there were m arked differences 

between the Year 5 and Year 7 groups in their responses to these 

quest ions. The Year 5 students tended to give uni-dim ensional 

responses to the quest ion regarding what  they had learned. Thus, 

they referred to different  views and uses of the land, to the problem  

of water pollut ion or to the relat ionship between Aboriginal and 

white people but  rarely to a com binat ion of these concepts. The 



Year 7 class, either because of their  age or the ext ra at tent ion given 

to pre-  and post -visit  act ivit ies by their  class teacher, were m ore 

likely to report  learning about  two or even three of these concepts, 

and in som e cases histor ical aspects as well.  They were m ore likely 

than the Year 5 students to m ake the link between the story and a 

present -day concern for the environm ent  and were m ore likely to 

focus on the issues involved rather than the inform at ion. The 

following responses illust rate these differences:  

 

Year 5 students:  

 

• We learned about  how Aborigines and white people looked at  

land. 

• I  learned about  how hazardous it  can be if a catchm ent  area is 

polluted. 

• I  learned that  cat t le m ade so m uch wreckage. 

 

Year 7 students:  

 

• How polluted Brisbane’s st ream s are, how im portant  water is,  

how the Aborigines cared for the land, how white people 

dest royed the land. 

• The Aboriginal views of the land and how the whites got  on 

with them, how polluted and disgust ing creeks are nowadays. 

• Aboriginal injust ice and the pollut ion in our waterways. 

 

When asked how or why what  they learned would be useful to their  

lives, students in both groups focused on the im portance of their  

environm ental learning, e.g. caring m ore about  the environm ent , 

knowing how to look after it ,  and understanding the dangers of 

pollut ion and lit ter ing.  

 

Students in the Six Thinking Hats program m e had worked on 

different  topics, and so there were no consistent  responses to the 

quest ion regarding what  they had learned. Most  students sim ply 

referred to the part icular environm ental problem  they had 

researched and, in som e cases, the causes of or solut ions to the 

problem . A sm all num ber of students, m ost ly in Class A, referred to 

process issues such as learning how to obtain inform at ion, the 

im portance of thinking through issues and looking at  different  

aspects of the problem . When asked how or why what  they learned 

would be useful to their  lives, students in all three classes st ressed 

the im portance of environm ental awareness and m ent ioned sim ple 

act ions they could take to address environm ental issues in general,  

or the specific issue they had researched. The following student  

com m ents illust rate these responses:  



• I t ’s useful because knowing about  these environm ental issues I  

can do m y best  to stop m yself from  causing it  to get  worse. 

• Because I  learned how I  can help to save the frogs, e.g. build 

ponds. 

• Because we can let  others know by telling them how im portant  

it  is to protect  them  [ koalas] . 

• Now I  know where exact ly water pollut ion com es from  and how 

I  m ay help reduce this problem . 

 

I n sum m ary, then, it  would appear that  both of the program m es 

studied were successful in raising students’ awareness of 

environm ental issues. Students’ responses indicate that  they 

consider environm ental issues an im portant  topic which is highly 

relevant  to their  lives. 

 

Students’ Reports of the I m pact  of the Program m e on their  
Lives 
 

Students were asked to give a sim ple yes/ no response to the 

quest ion, ` Has the program m e m ade you want  to change in any 

way?’ Those who responded in the affirm at ive were then asked in 

what  ways they had changed and which parts of the program m e 

had cont r ibuted to their  desire to change. Overall,  84%  of students 

in each program m e indicated that  the program m e had m ade them  

want  to change. There were no significant  differences between 

classes, although the greatest  variat ion was between Class A and 

Class C of the Six Thinking Hats program m e (91%  and 77%  

respect ively) . 

 

I n the Story Walk program m e, students reported having changed in 

their  knowledge, e.g. ` I  am  m ore aware of the environm ent ’ 

(14% ) , their  at t itudes, e.g. ` I  care m ore about  the environm ent ’ 

(22% )  and their  behaviour, e.g. ` I  am  careful to save water’ 

(51% ) . Although the Year 5 students were m ore likely to report  

changes in at t itudes and the Year 7 students changes in knowledge, 

sim ilar proport ions in both groups reported changes in behaviour 

towards the environm ent . For both groups, the aspect  of the 

program m e which cont r ibuted m ost  to their  desire to change was 

the water test ing com ponent  (52%  of the students who reported 

having changed cited this aspect  as the m ajor cont r ibutor) . For the 

Year 5 students, the rainforest  walk was also significant  (cited by 

36%  of Year 5 students) , while the Year 7s were m ore influenced by 

class discussion and the story itself (cited by 35%  of Year 7 

students) . One part icular aspect  of the rainforest  walk m ent ioned by 

a num ber of students was a chance encounter with a scrub turkey 

whose leg had becom e entangled in a piece of st r ing -  a vivid 

illust rat ion of the effects of pollut ion and lit ter ing on the nat ive 



wildlife. I nterest ingly, only 14%  of students overall m ent ioned 

aspects of the visit  to the environm ental educat ion cent re, including 

the story, as cont r ibut ing to their  desire to change. This highlights 

the im portance of post -visit  act ivit ies in reinforcing and extending 

student  learning in environm ental educat ion program m es. 

 

Students in the Six Thinking Hats program m e also reported changes 

in their  knowledge (22% ) , at t itudes (17% )  and act ions (45% )  

regarding the environm ent . The m ajor cont r ibutor to this change 

was the collect ion and presentat ion of inform at ion on environm ental 

issues, including the presentat ions of other groups. I t  should be 

noted, however, that  the inform at ion which had the greatest  effect  

on students tended to be em ot ionally charged, e.g. ` finding out  

what  it  [ pollut ion]  did to the fish and other anim als’;  ` knowing that  

there are anim als and people dying from  pollut ion’;  ` im agining and 

listening to what  could happen if we don’t  change’ . The em phasis in 

the program m e on using audiovisual m aterial to support  

presentat ions also had a powerful effect , encouraging students to 

m ake and record observat ions in the field and adding an elem ent  of 

realism  and im m ediacy to their  presentat ions, e.g. ` visit ing the 

pet rol stat ion and seeing the m ess’. 

 

I t  is encouraging that  a large percentage of students in all five 

classes reported having changed their behaviour as a result  of 

part icipat ing in the environm ental educat ion program m e. Despite 

the very different  natures of the two program m es, the aspects that  

cont r ibuted m ost  to student - reported change had com m on 

elem ents. They involved seeing the evidence of environm ental 

problem s, through field visits or audiovisual presentat ions, being 

m ade aware of the effects of these problem s on both wildlife and 

hum ans and being challenged to m ake som e sort  of effort  to help 

alleviate the problem . I n all of these stages, engaging students’ 

em ot ions appeared to cont r ibute to the effect iveness of the learning 

experience. 

 

Students’ Reports of Future Part icipat ion 
 
Students were asked whether they would like to part icipate in 

another program m e such as the one they had just  com pleted 

(yes/ no/ m aybe)  and why. Not  surprisingly, students’ responses 

were consistent  with their  reported lik ing of the program m e. Most  of 

the Year 5 Story Walk class said they would like to part icipate in a 

sim ilar program m e (62%  yes, 23%  m aybe)  while the Year 7 class 

was m ore am bivalent  (45%  yes, 42%  m aybe) . I n their  reasons for 

responding ` yes’, m ost  students indicated that  the program m e was 

interest ing and fun. I n the Year 7 group a num ber m ent ioned that  

they had enjoyed the water quality m onitor ing com ponent  but  not  



the visit  to the environm ental educat ion cent re. I n the Six Thinking 

Hats program m e, ` m aybe’ was the m odal response for all groups. 

Class A had the highest  proport ion of ` yes’ responses (29% )  and 

Class C the lowest  (24% ) . I n their  reasons for responding ` yes’ or 

` m aybe’, students indicated that  they had learned from  the 

program m e or enjoyed studying the environm ent  as well as having 

found the program m e interest ing and fun. 

 

Teachers’ Percept ions of the Success of the Program m es 
 
The teacher of the Year 7 Story Walk class was interviewed. She felt  

that  the program m e had been a great  success and that  the students 

had all enjoyed it  im m ensely. ` What  they really enjoyed was being 

im m ersed in the story by going up to [ the environm ental educat ion 

cent re]  and seeing the sites -  the kids like to m ake believe, they 

like to go into that  t im e.’ The catchm ent  awareness com ponent  of 

the program m e was also described as a big success -  ` They were 

very proud they found lobsters and their  own creek was not  polluted 

…The kids are ready to cam p down at  the creek and clean it  up! ’ 

Aspects of this com ponent  of the program m e also t ied in with the 

class science program m e. For exam ple, the students ident ified the 

chem icals in household products and went  hom e and told their  

parents which were and were not  environm entally fr iendly. The 

m ain cr it icism s this teacher had of the program m e included:  (a)  the 

requirem ent  for students to com plete the story by saving the 

catchm ent , as this was seen as rest r ict ive and tended to 

com partm entalise issues rather than link past  and present ;  and (b)  

the level of st ructure im posed on the visit  to the environm ental 

educat ion cent re, which was seen to be inappropriate for a Year 7 

group. This teacher’s percept ions were, in fact , borne out  by the 

lack of integrat ion between the Aboriginal and environm ental 

them es in students’ responses and students’ com m ents regarding 

the ` babyishness’ of the program m e. 

 

Both teachers involved in the Six Thinking Hats program m e were 

interviewed and both felt  the program m e had been successful in 

im proving students’ knowledge about  local environm ental problem s. 

The oral presentat ions in part icular were considered highly effect ive 

as ` the students learned about  a variety of im portant  local 

environm ental problem s from  the other student  group presentat ions 

rather than the teacher having to go through each of the various 

problem s with them ’ . They felt  that  the opportunity for students to 

choose their own topics, conduct  independent  research and interact  

with people in the com m unity had all cont r ibuted to the students’ 

enjoym ent  of the program m e. The teachers found the Six Thinking 

Hats approach valuable because it  encouraged students to think 

cr it ically and learn act ively. They also m ent ioned the importance of 



the approach in focusing on the affect ive aspects, rather than 

sim ply the factual dim ensions of environm ental issues, a percept ion 

which again is borne out  in students’ responses. 

 

Parents’ Reports of Discussions St im ulated by the 
Program m es 
 

When describing the ways in which they had changed as a result  of 

their  part icipat ion in the environm ental educat ion program m e, som e 

students in the Six Thinking Hats program m e m ent ioned their 

desire to ` m ake others aware’ of what  they had learned. This 

` m ult iplier ’ effect , part icular ly in relat ion to discussions between 

students and their  parents, was the focus of the larger study from  

which these case studies were ext racted. Data from  parent  

interviews are presented here in order to explore the extent  to 

which the im pact  of these program m es extended beyond the 

students them selves. 

 

Parents were asked whether their  children had talked about  the 

program m e at  hom e, and if so, what  they had talked about . Parents 

of 11 of the Year 5 Story Walk students and 24 of the Year 7 

students were interviewed. While m ost  had heard about  the 

program m e and knew a lit t le of what  the children had done, only in 

five fam ilies ( two with Year 5 and three with Year 7 students)  did 

the child’s involvem ent  in the program m e elicit  any discussion in 

the fam ily about  environm ental issues. I n three of these fam ilies, 

this discussion appeared to be at  the parents’ init iat ion while in the 

other two fam ilies the students (both Year 7)  init iated the 

discussion. I n both cases this occurred as a result  of a visit  to the 

creek where the students found evidence of aquat ic life. These 

students were ` im pressed the water was so clean near the city’ and 

shared this experience with their  parents. Most  parents, however, 

did not  connect  what  they had heard about  the program m e with 

environm ental issues at  all.  

 

Parents of 29 students from  the Six Thinking Hats program m e were 

interviewed. All except  one had heard about  the program m e and 

m any had becom e involved in helping students research and 

present  their  projects. This often elicited discussion about  the 

part icular issue and steps that  could be taken to address or resolve 

it  (86%  of parents reported having discussed the issue and 41%  

discussed act ions that  could be taken) . The following parental 

com m ents illust rate this process:  

 
My daughter had to write an assignm ent  on pollut ion in the local 

area. She had to get  facts about  it .  We talked about  who was 

responsible, how it  could be cleaned up, and what  were the causes 

of pollut ion. 



Her project  was on air  pollut ion. She had to do an oral. She went  

through the researching at  school and at  hom e. She went  through 

her oral with m e. She asked us what  the word ` atm osphere’ m eant  

and then it  expanded from  there. She asked m e what  would be the 

best  things to do to help fix the problem . 

 

The two environm ental educat ion program m es studied here differed 

m arkedly in term s of the am ount  and nature of discussion elicited at  

hom e as a result  of students’ part icipat ion in the program m e. 

Although not  direct ly probed, som e parents also indicated that  

discussions with their  children led them  to m odify their  own 

environm ental at t itudes and behaviour. This finding is in line with 

that  found in the larger study (Ballantyne et  al.,  in press) . The case 

study findings suggest  that  if teachers want  to extend the influence 

of their  environm ental educat ion program m es beyond the students 

them selves, they need to incorporate certain elem ents into their  

program m e. For exam ple, in the younger grades, parents could be 

given suggest ions on how to reinforce their  children’s learning 

through discussion at  hom e and could be incorporated into the 

environm ental learning through the design of hom ework act ivit ies 

(Ballantyne et  al.,  1998b) . I n the older grades, involving parents in 

student  projects and presentat ions could be an effect ive way of 

enhancing intergenerat ional com m unicat ion and prom ot ing 

reflect ion on act ion in relat ion to local environm ental issues. 

 

Parents’ Observat ions of the I m pact  of the Program m es on 
Students 
 

Parents were asked what  sort  of im pact  they thought  the 

program m e had on their  children. I n Story Walk, m ost  parents were 

posit ive about  the program m e but  were unable to define any 

observable changes in their  child as a result  of their  part icipat ion, 

e.g. ` She loved it  and thought  it  was fantast ic, so it  m ust  be good’;  

` She did talk about  it  a lot  at  the t im e’. However, parents of two 

students in the Year 7 class reported that  the program m e had 

im pacted on their  children’s behaviour, i.e. ` She turns the tap off 

and m akes sure everyone else does’ ;  ` She turns off the shower. I t  

used to be a bat t le with her over taking long showers. She told m e 

when cleaning the bathroom  I  should use vinegar now’. ( I t  should 

be noted that  these were the sam e two students who were reported 

above to have init iated discussion of environm ental issues and 

act ion with their  parents.)  

 

I n the Six Thinking Hats program m e, m ost  parents reported that  

the program m e had prom pted their  child to think through the issue 

and becom e m ore aware of the environm ent  in general. A num ber 

of students (m ost ly in Class A)  had also adopted m ore responsible 

behaviour, i.e. ` She turns the tap off while brushing her teeth’;  



` She goes and cleans the creek and she has rung the council’;  ` She 

organises with other fam ilies to carpool’;  ` She wants to m ake a frog 

habitat  in our yard’. Overall,  however, parents’ observat ions of the 

im pact  of the two program m es on students were less opt im ist ic 

than the students’ own percept ions.  

 

Conclusion 
 

I t  is encouraging that  the students who part icipated in these case 

studies, even as young as 10 years of age, considered the 

environm ent  to be an im portant  topic and that  it  was relevant  to 

their  lives. These two program m es were clearly successful in 

engaging students in thinking and learning about  environm ental 

issues. I n som e cases, the im pact  of the program m e was such that  

students said that  they changed their behaviour and/ or carr ied 

discussion of the issue beyond the bounds of the classroom . This 

occurred for the m ajority of students in the Six Thinking Hats 

program m e and for a significant  num ber in the Story Walk 

program m e. Based on students’ ,  teachers’ and parents’ 

percept ions, a num ber of factors m ay be hypothesised to have 

either cont r ibuted to, or placed lim its on, the im pact  of the 

program m es. Som e of these factors are already well known to 

environm ental educators;  however, they are sum m arised here as 

an aid for program m e planners and as a basis for further research:  

 

• Providing an enjoyable experience for  students 
The five classes part icipat ing in this study varied m arkedly in the 

extent  to which they reported having enjoyed the program m e. 

Som e of the reasons for this relate to other factors listed below. 

Although enjoym ent  itself m ight  be considered a posit ive im pact  of 

the program m e, its links with other im pacts such as students’ 

learning and behaviour change are by no m eans clear. Thus, as 

concluded by Ballantyne et  al. ( in press)  the fact  that  students 

enjoy a program m e does not  necessarily m ean that  the im pact  of 

the program m e will extend to a deeper understanding of 

environm ental issues or a com m itm ent  to responsible 

environm ental behaviour. 

 

• Connect ing w ith the age and interests of the group 
The cubby house site and ` hands on’ act ivit ies were m ore 

interest ing and relevant  to Year 5 students than to Year 7s. The 

water- test ing act ivity was m ore im portant  to the Year 7s than the 

Year 5s. Discussion and presentat ion of inform at ion had the m ost  

im pact  on the Year 9 group. Clearly, a program m e which is tailored 

to the age-specific interests and capabilit ies of students will have 

the greatest  im pact  on both their  enjoym ent  of the program m e and 

their  learning. 



• Providing adequate support  for  learning 
I n the Six Thinking Hats program m e, the Class A teacher provided 

greater support  for students in the process of researching and 

present ing their topics. This resulted in greater student  enjoym ent  

of the program m e and m ay have also have cont r ibuted to the high 

im pact  of the program m e on students’ environm ental understanding 

and act ion in this class. Sim ilar ly, in the Story Walk program m e, the 

Year 7 teacher gave greater at tent ion to integrat ing the personal,  

social and environm ental aspects of the program m e. This m ay have 

cont r ibuted to student  learning in the program m e, part icular ly with 

regard to m aking links between the story set  in the past  and 

present -day environm ental issues. Unfortunately, the present  data 

are inconclusive due to confounding with students’ age. 

Nevertheless, these case studies suggest  that  the input  and 

guidance offered by individual teachers can be vitally im portant  in 

m ediat ing and facilitat ing the effect iveness of an environm ental 

educat ion program m e.  

 

• Liaising w ith students’ parents 
Parents dem onst rated a high degree of interest  in the 

environm ental educat ion program m es in which their  children had 

part icipated. I n som e cases, with the very young students, they had 

init iated discussions with their  children in response to school 

act ivit ies. Sim ilar ly, with the older group, they had becom e act ively 

involved in helping their  children find and present  inform at ion for 

their  project . However, the fact  that  m any parents, especially in the 

Story Walk program m e, were not  aware of the aim s of the 

program m e or how the different  com ponents fit ted together, lim ited 

the potent ial im pact  of this program m e on both students and 

parents. 

 

• Em ot ionally engaging students in environm ental issues 
The program m e features which students reported to have had the 

m ost  im pact  were those that  engaged them  em ot ionally by focusing 

on:  

 

(a)  the evidence of an environm ental problem  

(b)  the effects of the problem , and 

(c)  the efforts needed to alleviate the problem . 

 

I t  is suggested that  program m es that  incorporate a clear focus on 

these three aspects, and that  include (without  exploit ing)  the 

affect ive elem ent  of each, will be m ost  effect ive in their  long- term  

im pact  on students. 

 

This case study analysis has focused on the im pact  of two 

environm ental educat ion program m es on students’ learning and, in 



part icular, the extent  to which the program m es were able to im pact  

on students’ environm ental behaviour and discussions beyond the 

bounds of the program m e itself. The findings reinforce and extend 

those of our previous work which indicate that  the following 

program m e features facilitate and encourage the process of 

intergenerat ional com m unicat ion and influence in environm ental 

educat ion:  

 

• com bining research act ivit ies, environm ental experiences and 

class discussion;  

• focusing on a local environm ental problem ;  

• providing posit ive experiences which dem onst rate to students 

that  they can have an influence in their  own local environm ent ;  

• involving students’ parents in act ivit ies such as hom ework 

assignm ents, research act ivit ies and class presentat ions;  

• involving com m unity m em bers in program m e act ivit ies by 

conduct ing surveys and interviews, present ing project  reports 

and research findings in a public forum , having the program m e 

reported in the local newspaper, asking local indust r ies to 

dem onst rate their  environm ental m anagem ent  st rategies and 

involving local business and com munity groups in 

environm ental act ion projects. 

 

Together, these studies provide a valuable insight  into the ways in 

which school environm ental educat ion program m es can have a 

m ajor im pact , not  only on their students but  also on their  local 

com m unit ies. 
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