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The academic journal Environmental Education Research was 
launched in 1995 and the lead paper in the first issue was by 
the venerable Scottish educator, John Smyth.  Its title was: 
Environment and Education: a view of a changing scene and 
it reviewed the state of environmental education against the 
backdrop of human‐environment relationships.  

Smyth did not think environmental education should be a 
separate activity that had to cling by its fingertips to the 
edge of the curriculum, but a movement for fundamental 
educational reform in response to a rapidly changing world 
that was under increasing stress both from human‐induced 
change to the biosphere, and – a key point – from human 
nature itself.  In other words, environmental education needed 
to be about much more than the environment.  

Smyth argued that environmental and social systems needed to be 
thought about together in a single conceptual structure.  This was 
necessary, he said, if we were to tackle, in a realistic and 
practicable way, the global issues that challenge our survival.  
Careful judgement would be needed, he said, and the longer 
this was delayed the more difficult it would be to make real 
progress.  This rethinking obviously needed to apply to the 
curriculum as well.

Twenty five years on there are signs that global policy 
initiatives are slowly beginning to do this integration, with 
the Paris Agreement on climate change and the Sustainable 
Development Goals processes being international instances 
of this.  

How can we seize the opportunity
to think about what profoundly matters? School educators find it hard, however, to mirror this effort for three 

reasons: 

	❏ because of the way that academic institutions tend to organise 
themselves within well protected disciplines, 

	❏ because national curricula do little to encourage integration, 

	❏ because too many external organisations which say they want 
to help still focus too much on their own interests rather than the 
bigger picture.

Bill Scott

https://www.tidegloballearning.net/about/elephant-times
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Ten years ago, Fumiyo Kagawa and David Selby explored 
what climate change education goals should be like and 
argued that we ought to seize the opportunity: 

i.	 to think about what really and profoundly matters;

ii.	 to collectively envision a better future, and then; 

iii.	to become practical visionaries in realising that future.  

Unsurprisingly, because of their conservative and often 
utilitarian natures, very little of this is able to happen in 
schools.  And yet this is just what the young people’s groups 
such as Teach the Future are calling for in their protests about 
the inadequacy of current schooling.  

They do not want more information 
or more history or greener exam 
questions; rather they want to be 
helped to be part of realising their 
own futures.

It is hard to see how what Kagawa 
and Selby propose, and what 
youngsters say they want, can 
be realised without the sort 
of conceptual comings together 
and curriculum collaborations 
within schools that John Smyth 
proposed.

To achieve this, partnerships between 
schools and external organisations 
will be helpful, especially if they 
are prepared to downplay their own 
interests for the common good.  

So, with this in mind, here’s a challenge to all those organisations promoting 
development education and global learning: remember that tackling climate change 
and environmental issues is vital if all humans are to live fulfilling lives.  

And here’s a challenge to those organisations who promote environmental 
education: remember that how people live is key to resolving environmental issues. 

A third challenge, and the biggest I think, is for all such organisations  to come 
together, find common ground, and work in partnership to help young people learn 
about what should really and profoundly matter to us all.

Finally - if you are a member or supporter of such an organisation: 
◊	 How appropriate are these challenges to what it does?  
◊	 How good is it at recognising the bigger interconnected picture in its activities?  
◊	 How ready is it to forgo some of its institutional interests for the greater good?  

If you think that the organisation needs to do more, then the challenge to you 
is to work with others to do something about it. 

Cartoon from  ‘Where we live  exploring local - global environmental links’  [p 57]
‘Where we live’ [1992] offered a framework for connecting the local to the global.

The cartoon drawn by a student takes on a new meaning 
in these odd times of Zoom “sitting around in the glass box”.

 

Kagawa, Fumiyo & David Selby (2010) Introduction. In Education 
and Climate Change: Living and Learning in Interesting Times, 
edited by Fumiyo Kagawa & David Selby, 1–11. London: Routledge.
Smyth, John C. (1995) Environment and Education: a view of a 
changing scene, Environmental Education Research 1:1, 3-20.
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https://www.tidegloballearning.net/about/elephant-times
https://www.tidegloballearning.net/resources/all-publications/where-we-live
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Firstly, I agree with him when he refers to 
John Smyth in stating that if we are to tackle 
the global issues that challenge our survival 
in a realistic and practicable way a radical 
review of education is required.  Schools, in 
the main, remain 19th Century institutions 
not fit for 21st Century purposes.  The 
Cambridge Primary Review was a serious 
attempt at reorganising education.  That’s 
the scale of thinking needed.  However 
great, for example, eco-clubs are, that’s not 
going to be sufficient.

Covid’s disruption to schools could provide 
the opportunity for such rethinking, and a 
meaningful response to the national and 
global challenges we face… But is the 
political will there?

Secondly, I do think that there has been a 
move away from the battles over ground … 
whether it’s ESD, Environmental Education 
or Global Citizenship that’s required.

Support organisations now face a crisis and 
an opportunity.  There’s a lack of resources, 
but then they don’t have to please funders.  
They don’t have to compete, they can work 
on areas of shared interest.  At the support 
level there are beginning to be networks of 
networks, including schools.  Schools need 
to know what’s available, what’s on offer and 
begin to pick each other’s brains.

Some organisations are good at listening 
to schools when they engage in market 
research, but not so good when it comes to 
real partnerships.  Real partnerships, that’s 
the challenge.

Ben Ballin    .

Bill  --- William Scott is emeritus professor of 
education at the University of Bath.

He is Chair of Trustees at the 
National Association for Environmental Education 

He was one of the founding editors of 
Environmental Education Research.  

His latest books - [co-written with Paul Vare] 

The World We’ll Leave Behind: grasping the sustainability challenge 

Learning, Environment and Sustainable Development: a history of ideas 

We invited Ben Ballin to reflect on Bill Scott’s challenges ...... [page 9]

Ben is co-opted to Tide~ Trustee meetings.  
He has a lead role in the 
West Midlands Sustainable Schools Network

See also 
	❏ Ben’s response to the Nine Propositions 

Page 32

	❏ Link to his podcast about Climate 
Education.  Page 13 

	❏ Article from Elephant Times [1] inviting 
you to reflect on how we saw the 
educational implications of climate change 
13 years ago. 

See Nine Initiatives that developed 
practical responses to the Challenge.  

Each group was asked to:
◊	 explore how they can enable students’ 

capacity to think critically about 
sustainable development;

◊	 consider how the Holland Report key 
concepts might enhance this. 

wwwwww

Learning as sustainable development 
Bill’s ideas about the need to build 
learners’ capacity to think critically about 
sustainable development inspired a 
variety of Tide~ initiative.  His paper: 
Schools but not as we know them
synthesises his reflections on this 
work exploring these themes  >>>

These ideas are pivotal to the fresh 
thinking we now need to develop an 
educational response to climate change.

In 2008/09 Bill Scott provided 
the focus for a range of Tide~ 
creative work.  The ideas, 
process and the Holland 
concepts are outlined - here.

The Bill Scott Challenge, as it 
came to be known, remains 
important.  

https://www.tidegloballearning.net/about/elephant-times
https://naee.org.uk
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/ceer20/current
http://ow.ly/guKv30fmVgN 
https://www.routledge.com/Learning-Environment-and-Sustainable-Development-A-History-of-Ideas/Scott-Vare/p/book/9780367221935
https://westmidlandssustainableschoolsnetwork.com
https://www.tidegloballearning.net/sites/default/files/page-files/Elephant%20Times%20%5B1%5D%2016%20C.%20Change%202020.pdf
https://www.tidegloballearning.net/further-reading-reflections/bill-scott-challenge-teacher-projects
https://www.tidegloballearning.net/sites/default/files/uploads/Schools%20but%20as%20we%20know%20them.pdf
https://www.tidegloballearning.net/further-reading-reflections/bill-scott-learning-sustainable-development-challenge
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Climate change is one of the most pressing 
issues today - but what is it?  Hasn’t it always 
been happening?  What is making it worse? 
Why do some people deny its happening?

This book with its lively colourful format 
caught our eye.  It addresses a range of 
questions offering snippets of information, 
ideas, diagrams and sketches.  

It is a book for learners to dip into, or to 
use to seek inspiration for an investigation 
project.  

As a former geography teacher, with an interest in climate and 
meteorology, I devoured the book’s 130 pages in one sitting.  
Written by two German students who couldn’t find a book that 
explained climate change in a way that was easy to understand 
and enjoyable to read, Small Gases, Big Effect, certainly goes 
some way to filling that gap – even if at times I felt I was reading 
an exam revision aid.

Identifying seven key areas - for 
example, The Earth’s Climate, and 
Weather and Climate Extremes - the 
authors devote double-page spreads to 
exploring basic principles and issues is 
a way that is both pithy and informative, 
and takes the reader from the scientific 
basis of climate change to its impact 
on our planet.  

Nelles and Serrer draw on a wide 
range of research to support their 
arguments. It would be impossible 
to cite all the sometimes conflicting 
scientific evidence.  They do attempt 
to point out where “the jury is still 
out”; for example, the difficulty of 

assessing the overall effect of ozone depletion on temperatures 
or the relationship between climate change and death rates.

I found the book enlightening and the authors must be 
congratulated on covering such a wide field so succinctly and in 
a visually attractive manner.  One criticism is that a combination 
of page size (approx. 150mm X 150mm) and the colours 
employed makes it difficult to read some of the graphs.

Having read Small Gases, Big Effect I am more informed about the 
causes and impact of climate change – a testimony to how the 
book makes complex processes accessible - but my original 
opinion that “it’s a complicated issue” was confirmed.  If the 
authors seek a subtitle, I’d suggest “Small book, Big Ideas”.

Jeff Serf         .
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“Small book, Big Ideas”
There are many resources emerging 
with a climate change focus.  If you are 
seeking advice a good place to start is
NAEE Book Reviews 

Ben Ballin recently did a podcast with 
Oxfordshire Teacher Training [Episode 24].  
We recommend this to those seeking 
basic support for teaching about climate 
change.  It suggests resources and offers 
advice about approaches. 
See: ‘Climate Education with Ben Ballin’

Resources on Climate Change -- where do I start?

https://www.tidegloballearning.net/about/elephant-times
https://naee.org.uk/book-reviews/
https://www.buzzsprout.com/726303/8150589?fbclid=IwAR1S2D4iv-ZFx8w0Ga30pBU4zA9s0_CgqBll21BbIUyxbWVbzn5XRupupo8

