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Environmental Education Practices That Support 
Civic Engagement 

Researchers at Stanford University analyzed 56 
peer-reviewed studies to assess whether and how 
environmental education (EE) programs contribute 
to civic engagement.1 Civic engagement programs 
support work within one’s community to improve 
well-being and are closely related to EE since both 
rely on the same skills and motivations. For example, 
this can involve providing opportunities for learners 
to work with community leaders on improving 
transportation options or building partnerships with 
local environmental organizations. 

Although some of the reviewed studies involved 
advocacy-related actions, the majority focused on 
other ways to engage learners in governance. Civic 
engagement can include a range of other types of 
actions such as volunteer stewardship of a local park, 
speaking at a public hearing, or collecting data on 
marine organisms for community science. 

All 56 studies in the Stanford team’s review reported 
some level of positive findings, with 17 reporting civic 
engagement-related outcomes at the community 
level, such as community learning, community 
resilience, partnership building, and increased 
social capital. Fifty of the studies reported civic 
engagement-related outcomes at the individual level, 

with civic attitudes being the most frequent. Increased 
civic skills and civic knowledge were also commonly 
reported. Importantly, most programs involved 
substantial investments of time, with 24 taking 
place from a month to a year, and 26 for more 
than one year. Refer to the Executive Summary 
and Key Findings document for more information 
on the analysis. 

The Stanford team conducted a thematic 
analysis of the reviewed studies to examine 
practices that might support the development 
of civic engagement among program 
participants. The analysis revealed five key 
practices (See Figure 1.): 

 • focusing on the local community;  
 •  engaging learners in participatory  

and experiential approaches; 
 •  including action-taking as a key  

program component; 
 •  supporting the development of  

lifelong cognitive skills; and 
 •  providing opportunities for ongoing 

meaningful social interactions. 
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 PRACTICE #1 

Focusing on the local community 
Most of the programs in the reviewed studies involved 
educators working to connect program content and 
topics to the local community by teaching about the 
local environment and exploring local environmental 
issues. Some studies also made connections to 
regional and global communities, increasing the  
scale of relevance for participants. 

•  Place-based approaches enabled learners to explore 
the local environment and relevant issues.2, 3, 4 

•  Many of the programs connected to the local 
community by developing or strengthening 
partnerships with local universities, colleges, and 
schools; local government agencies or local offices of 
state, regional, and federal government agencies; and 
local nonprofits and citizen groups, among others.5 

•  In cases where partnerships were not possible, 
community connections were made by working 
directly with local decision makers, environmental 
professionals, community activists, and/or other 
community members and stakeholders.6, 7, 8 

For example, a pilot study of the program “Survive 
and Thrive” was delivered by the local fire brigade to 
primary school children in Victoria, Australia, through 
the school curriculum. Results suggest the students 
valued the knowledge and skills they gained in sensing 
wildfire risk and knowing which civic organizations 
would respond.9 

In Norway, students experienced challenges in 
exploring a proposed development in an area that 
might support threatened birds. While they enjoyed 
conducting interviews with local experts, they believed 
the decision had already been made and their efforts 
were in vain. In addition, the messiness of real-world 
investigation conflicted with their well-honed instinct 
to find “the right answer.”10 

“The use of real-world environmental 
problems within the local community, the 
school community, and the family gave 
students a context in which to immediately 
practice the course concepts.” 
David Ampuero, San Esteban City Department of Education, 
San Esteban, Chile, et al.11 
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Figure 1. Environmental education practices 
and foci that support development 
of civic engagement. 
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PRACTICE #2 PRACTICE #3 

Including action-taking as a key  
program component 
Many of the sample studies featured an action 
project benefiting the broader community as a 
defining feature or the goal of the program. Because 
natural resources, such as water, air, and wildlife, 
are common-pool resources that provide ecosystem 
services, there are community benefits to most 
environmental action projects. Working collectively to 
improve the health of common-pool resources meets 
one definition of civic engagement. Specific examples 
of action projects included these: 

•  an agroforestry project that set up tree nurseries and 
planted native species;21 

•  a letter-writing campaign that encouraged a water 
management agency to address water pollution;22 

•  a citizen science project that collected and shared 
data about marine resources;23 and 

•  an education campaign that included designing and 
implementing efforts to decrease bottled water 
consumption.24 

This case study of science teachers engaged in socio-
scientific issues revealed that students exhibited 
a range of commitment to student-led research-
informed activism. One of the most active examples 

, involved three students who tested water for trace 
 chemicals and determined that tap water and bottled 

water were not significantly different. They then 
launched a campaign to encourage other students in 
their school to drink tap water from stainless  
steel bottles. 

When trying to incorporate action-taking into project 
activities, educators need to be aware of the following 
difficulties, which were mentioned in one study:25 

•  conflict with principles of conventional education 
where the learning content and curricula are 
predetermined, and/or educators have little 
autonomy or flexibility; 

•  issues of power and empowerment, with potential 
tension between what the educators wish the 
participants to do and what participants view as their 
preferred course of action; and 

•  lack of time and resources, resulting in a truncated 
program of learning about action and developing a 
plan but not carrying out any action.26 

 

 

Engaging learners in participatory and 
experiential approaches 
In the reviewed studies, participatory and experiential
approaches enabled learners to discover local 
problems, practice with potential solutions, and 
engage with local resource people who were involved 
as stakeholders. Opportunities for reflection, thinking,
and action frequently followed experiential learning. 
Strategies for engaging learners in participatory and 
experiential approaches included the following: 

•  using field trips,12, 13 drama- and art-based activities,14  
writing exercises,15 and service learning;16, 17 and 

•  involving community stakeholders to highlight local 
issues, communication, and inquiry through specific 
strategies such as participatory action research18 and 
participatory research.19 

For example, a rural school program in Michigan, 
USA, blended civic education and environmental 
stewardship through community work. As a part of 
the Great Lakes Stewardship Initiative, schools formed 
partnerships with local organizations and students 
took part in engaging place-based education such 
as a beach cleanup and water quality monitoring. 
Meetings with decision makers to discuss their 
concerns empowered these sixth graders to consider 
how policy could protect ecosystem health. The 
program increased students’ environmental sensitivity
environmental behaviors, community attachment, and
confidence in capacity for civic action.20 
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 PRACTICE #4 PRACTICE #5 

Supporting the development of lifelong 
cognitive skills 
Most studies focused on developing cognitive skills 
because of their roles in supporting environmental 
action. Examples of cognitive skills developed in the 
sample studies included critical thinking, problem 
solving, systems thinking, and decision-making. 
The sample studies used a variety of activities and 
processes to develop cognitive skills. Some of the 
activities and processes described included the 
following: 

• One study in Scotland developed 12-year-old 
students’ critical thinking and social skills through 
educational drama activities when the teachers 
worked directly to guide students in reflection and 
articulation of ideas.27 

• Another study used guided controversies and writing 
prompts to help non-major undergraduate students 
develop problem-solving skills.28 

University instructors in Brussels, Belgium, added 
real-world experiences to an undergraduate business 
course to increase competencies needed to contribute 
to sustainable development. Students worked in 
interdisciplinary teams to generate solutions to 
challenges experienced by businesses in the region 
or worked with stakeholders to address poverty and 
a lack of social interaction in an urban neighborhood. 
In a reflective survey, students reported that they 
improved their abilities in interpersonal, systems-
thinking, anticipatory, and normative competencies.29 

“Through analysis of environmental 
dilemmas that concern them, the 
students gained practical experience in 
environmental citizenship.” 
Noa Avriel-Avni, Ben Gurion University et al.30 

Providing opportunities for ongoing 
meaningful social interactions 
Civic engagement can be relatively straightforward, 
developed through a process such as bringing adults 
together and providing ways for them to interact 
and develop shared values and understanding 
around issues important to them. They can practice 
democratic skills such as discussion and organization. 
Some studies intentionally brought together 
participants from different communities to increase 
awareness and respect, or to leverage social and 
collaborative learning. 

Programs in classrooms created opportunities for 
meaningful social interaction and knowledge co-
production using a range of processes and structures 
such as debates, group work, peer-based learning, 
communities of practice, and learning communities. 

• Adult volunteers in Portland, Oregon, benefited from 
opportunities to interact with each other and work 
collectively on trail building or establishing native 
plants in the local parks.31 

• Interactions among people who hold different 
perspectives and worldviews provide an important 
set of benefits. Public dialogue sessions about climate 
change were designed to bring people together who 
would normally not have a chance to listen to each 
other. Feeling respected, learning about climate 
science, and learning about different perspectives 
contributed to the event being a productive and 
comfortable experience.32 
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•  Debates, group work,33 and peer-based learning34  
were also strategies that programs used to  
increase participant interaction and engage in 
collaborative learning. 

• Learning about the environment brought Jewish  
and Arab students together in a joint exploration of 
the outdoors and environmental action. Students 
discussed a conflict between development and 
conservation in local natural areas, spoke to various 
stakeholders involved in the conflicts, participated 
in debates, and engaged in community action. In 
the process they also learned about each other’s 
community. By the end of the project, students 
demonstrated a better understanding of local 
environmental issues and changed their initial 
perceptions of their counterparts, which reduced 
prejudice.35 

“The changes in the students’ beliefs about 
their project counterparts’ knowledge, 
awareness and behaviour could 
underscore the potential of multicultural 
socioenvironmental projects in reducing 
prejudices in culturally diverse groups.” 
Iris Alkaher, Oranim College of Education, et al.36 

Conclusion 

In recent years, researchers have used simple 
measures—such as voter turnout—to document the 
steady decline of civic engagement across the United 
States. This decline is unfortunate since the benefits 
of improved civic engagement are well known. This 
juxtaposition creates a highly compelling case for 
developing programs that enhance civic engagement. 
Concurrently, environmental education practitioners 
and researchers increasingly note the co-benefits and 
shared interests between environmental and civic 
education because both focus on positive avenues to 
addressing today’s sustainability challenges. Through 
the Stanford team’s systematic and thematic review 
of environmental education and civic engagement 
outcomes, our hope is that the five described themes 
will assist educators, policymakers, funders, and 
others in better designing and supporting new or 
improving existing programs to meet these dual 
goals. Purposefully addressing civic engagement can 
strengthen democracy, build social cohesion, and 
enhance equity and sustainability in our communities. 
For additional guidance on environmental education 
program development and management, see the 
resources available through NAAEE’s National Project 
for Excellence in Environmental Education. For more 
information about program evaluation, please visit 
NAAEE’s online database of evaluation strategies, the 
research and evaluation learning module, and the 
environmental education workbook for practitioners. 

Environmental Education Practices That Support Civic Engagement  5 

https://naaee.org/programs/guidelines-excellence
https://naaee.org/programs/guidelines-excellence
https://prejudice.35


  

 

  

 

  

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

 

  

  

  

 
 

  

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

  

 

  

  

   

  
  

 

  

  

  

  
 

  

 

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

1 Ardoin, N. M., A. W. Bowers, and E. Gaillard. 2023. “A systematic mixed 
studies review of civic engagement outcomes in environmental education.” 
Environmental Education Research, 29(1), 1-26. 
DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2022.2135688 

2 Ampuero, D., C. E. Miranda, L. E. Delgado, S. Goyen, and S. Weaver. 
2015. “Empathy and critical thinking: Primary students solving local 
environmental problems through outdoor learning.” Journal of Adventure 
Education and Outdoor Learning 15(1): 64–78. 
doi:10.1080/14729679.2013.848817. 

3 Činčera, J., B. Valesova, S. Krepelkova, P. Simonova, and R. Kroufek. 2019. 
“Place-based education from three perspectives.” Environmental Education 
Research 25(10), 1510-1523. DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2019.1651826 

4 Gallay, E., L. Marckini-Polk, B. Schroeder, and C. Flanagan. 2016. “Place-
Based Stewardship Education: Nurturing Aspirations to Protect the Rural 
Commons.” Peabody Journal of Education, 91(2), 155-175. 
DOI: 10.1080/0161956X.2016.1151736 

5 Dittmer, L., F. Mugagga, A. Metternich, P. Schweizer-Ries, G. Asiimwe, 
and M. Riemer. 2018. “‘We can keep the fire burning’: Building action 
competence through environmental justice education in Uganda and 
Germany.” Local Environment 23(2), 144-157. 
DOI: 10.1080/13549839.2017.1391188 

6 Iversen, E. and G. Jónsdóttir. 2019. “‘We did see the lapwing’ – Practising 
environmental citizenship in upper-secondary science education.” 
Environmental Education Research, 25(3), 411-421. 
DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2018.1455075 

7 Peters, J. R. and D. E. Stearns. 2003. “Bringing Educational Relevancy to 
the First-Year College Experience by Bearing Witness to Social Problems.” 
Journal of Experiential Education 25(3), 332-342. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590302500307. 

8 Reeves, A. 2019. “Classroom collaborations: Enabling sustainability 
education via student-community co-learning.” International Journal of 
Sustainability in Higher Education 20(8), 1376-1392. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-11-2018-0220 

9 Gibbs, L., K. Block, G. Ireton, and E. Taunt. 2018. “Children as bushfire 
educators – ’Just Be Calm, and Stuff Like That.’” Journal of International 
Social Studies 8(1), 86-112. ERIC - EJ1173481. 

10 Iversen and Jónsdóttir. “’We did see the lapwing’ – Practising 
environmental citizenship in upper-secondary science education,” 411-
421. (See n.6) 

11 Ampuero, D., C. E. Miranda, L. E. Delgado, S. Goyen, and S. Weaver. 
2015. “Empathy and critical thinking: Primary students solving local 
environmental problems through outdoor learning.” Journal of 
Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning 15(1), 64-78. 
DOI: 10.1080/14729679.2013.848817 

12 Griswold, W. 2017. “Creating sustainable societies: developing emerging 
professionals through transforming current mindsets.” Studies in 
Continuing Education 39(3), 286-302. DOI: 10.1080/0158037X.2017.1284054 

13 Birdsall, S. 2010. “Empowering Students to Act: Learning About, Through 
and From the Nature of Action.” Australian Journal of Environmental 
Education 26, 65-84. doi:10.1017/S0814062600000835 

14 Johnson-Pynn, J. S., and L. R. Johnson. 2005. “Successes and Challenges 
in East African Conservation Education.” The Journal of Environmental 
Education 36(2), 25-39. DOI: 10.3200/JOEE.36.2.25-39 

15 Green, C., W. Medina-Jerez, and C. Bryant. 2016. “Cultivating 
environmental citizenship in teacher education.” Teaching Education 27(2), 
117-135. DOI: 10.1080/10476210.2015.1043121 

16 Eflin, J., and A. L. Sheaffer. 2006. “Service-learning in watershed-based 
initiatives: Keys to education for sustainability in geography?” The Journal 
of Geography 105(1), 33-44. https://login.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/login?url=https:// 
www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/service-learning-watershed-based-
initiatives-keys/docview/216833777/se-2 

17 Schneller, A. J. 2008. “Environmental service learning: Outcomes of 
innovative pedagogy in Baja California Sur, Mexico.” Environmental 
Education Research 14(3), 291-307. DOI: 10.1080/13504620802192418 

18 Ballard, H. L., and J. M. Belsky. 2010. “Participatory action research 
and environmental learning: Implications for resilient forests and 
communities.” Environmental Education Research 16(5-6), 611-627. DOI: 
10.1080/13504622.2010.505440 

19 Marques, R. R., C. Malafaia, J. L. Faria, and I. Menezes. 2020. “Using 
online tools in participatory research with adolescents to promote civic 

engagement and environmental mobilization: the WaterCircle (WC) 
project.” Environmental Education Research 26(7), 1043-1059. 
DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2020.1776845 

20 Gallay, E. L. Marckini-Polk, B. Schroeder, and C. Flanagan. 2016. “Place-
Based Stewardship Education: Nurturing Aspirations to Protect the Rural 
Commons.” Peabody Journal of Education 91(2), 155-175. 
DOI: 10.1080/0161956X.2016.1151736 

21 Johnson-Pynn, J. S., and L. R. Johnson. 2005. “Successes and Challenges 
in East African Conservation Education.” The Journal of Environmental 
Education 36(2), 25-39. DOI: 10.3200/JOEE.36.2.25-39 

22 Bouillion, L., and L. M. Gomez. 2001. “Connecting school and community 
with science learning: Real world problems and school-community 
partnerships as contextual scaffolds.” Journal of Research in Science 
Teaching 38, 878-898. 

23 Haywood, B. K., J. K. Parrish, and J. Dolliver. 2016. “Place-based and 
data-rich citizen science as a precursor for conservation action.” 
Conservation Biology 30(3), 476-486. 

24 Bencze, L., E. Sperling, and L. Carter. 2012. “Students’ Research-Informed 
Socio-scientific Activism: Re/Visions for a Sustainable Future.” 
Research in Science Education 42, 129–148. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-011-9260-3 

25 Birdsall, S. “Empowering Students to Act: Learning About, Through and 
From the Nature of Action,” 65-84. (See n. 13) 

26 Green, et al. “Cultivating environmental citizenship in teacher education,” 
117-135. (See n. 15) 

27 McNaughton, M. J. 2006. “Learning from participants’ responses 
in educational drama in the teaching of Education for Sustainable 
Development.” Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre 
and Performance 11(1), 19-41. DOI: 10.1080/13569780500437572 

28 Dresner, M., and J. S. Blatner. 2006. “Approaching civic responsibility using 
guided controversies about environmental issues.” College Teaching, 
213-219. 

29 Molderez, I., and E. Fonseca. 2018. “The efficacy of real-world experiences 
and service learning for fostering competences for sustainable 
development in higher education.” Journal of Cleaner Production 172, 
4397-4410. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.04.062 

30 Avriel-Avni, N., and D. Gan. 2019. “Nurturing environmental citizenship by 
mapping the field of action.” International Journal of Sustainability in Higher 
Education 20 (6), 985-1001. https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-11-2018-0201 

31 Dresner, M., C. Handelman, S. Braun and G. Rollwagen-Bollens. 2015. 
“Environmental identity, pro-environmental behaviors, and civic 
engagement of volunteer stewards in Portland area parks.” Environmental 
Education Research 21(7), 991-1010. DOI: 10.1080/13504622.2014.964188 

32 McNeal, K. S., J. K. L. Hammerman, J. A. Christiansen, and F. J. Carroll. 
2014. “Climate Change Education in the Southeastern U.S. Through Public 
Dialogue: Not Just Preaching to the Choir.” Journal of Geoscience Education 
62(4), 631-644. DOI: 10.5408/13-061.1 

33 Dresner & Blatner, “Approaching Civic Responsibility Using Guided 
Controversies About Environmental Issues,” 213-220. (See n. 28) 

34 Volk, T. L., and M. J. Cheak. 2003. “The Effects of an Environmental 
Education Program on Students, Parents, and Community.” The Journal of 
Environmental Education 34(4), 12-25. DOI: 10.1080/00958960309603483 

35 Alkaher, I., and T. Tal. 2014. “The Impact of socio-environmental projects 
of Jewish and Bedouin youth in Israel on students’ local knowledge and 
views of each other.” International Journal of Science Education 36(3), 355-
381. https://doi.org/10.1080/09500693.2013.775610 

36 Alkaher, I., and T. Tal, “The Impact of Socio-environmental Projects of 
Jewish and Bedouin Youth in Israel on Students’ Local Knowledge and 
Views of Each Other,” 355-381. (See n. 33) 

Environmental Education Practices That Support Civic Engagement  6 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09500693.2013.775610
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-11-2018-0201
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.04.062
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11165-011-9260-3
www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/service-learning-watershed-based
https://login.lp.hscl.ufl.edu/login?url=https
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-11-2018-0220
https://doi.org/10.1177/105382590302500307



