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Abstract 

1.1 Background  

With complex problems relating to climate change and human health shaping 

society in the twenty-first century, the ability of schools to foster awareness and 

proactive behaviours around these issues is of pressing concern to public 

health practitioners, educators, and policymakers.  

1.2 Aims  

This exploratory and iterative thesis maps what is known about the extent and 

range of integrated health and sustainability approaches undertaken in schools 

globally. It explores why and how schools have acted around these issues.  

1.3 Methods  

A mixed-methods research approach makes use of current evidence to inform 

effective and responsive further inquiries. The thesis consists of three empirical 

research studies that were designed and undertaken sequentially, as follows:  

1. Systematic scoping review of global evidence (Chapter 3) 

2. Thematic synthesis of global evidence (Chapter 4) 

3. In-depth qualitative case study of New Zealand Enviroschools  

(Chapters 5 and 6)  

1.4 Findings  

The systematic scoping review of global evidence collated 87 sources. The four 

main areas in which integrated approaches were implemented were: teaching 

and learning (n= 27), physical environment adaptations (n= 23), ecologically 
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focused policy development (n= 13) and whole-school holistic approaches (n= 

12). Evidence has increased in the last two decades and is heterogeneous in 

nature, with few sustained attempts to explain the potential role of theory in 

design, implementation, and evaluation of healthy green approaches.  

The thematic synthesis generated four key drivers of integrated approaches: an 

awareness of the urgency of issues related to the environment and human 

health; a need for systemic solutions to wicked problems; increased levels of 

reflective curiosity; and a focus on transformative actions. Across the evidence, 

integrated approaches were thought to foster connected systems (between 

upstream and downstream school influences) and connected thinking (through 

action-oriented, place-based experiences). The evidence suggests that holistic 

approaches that seek to reorient whole-school culture through action and policy 

are deemed most likely to reflect the urgency and systemic nature of the climate 

emergency. Across disciplines, three theories resonate with integrated school-

based action and policy: (eco)sociological theories (education), transformation 

theories (social science), and salutogenesis (public health).  

An in-depth qualitative case study of New Zealand ‘Enviroschools’ presented in 

Chapter 6 reveals the importance of quality relationships with others, 

environments, and oneself in the design, implementation, and sustainability of 

an approach that aims to foster healthier and more environmentally aware 

young people within the mainstream school context. Implementation strategies 

such as planning using a sustainability lens, coordination between regional and 

national networks, and providing those involved with feedback in context, were 

associated with building and nurturing quality relationships across the school 

community by encouraging connections and a shift in mindset around change. 



   

 

4 

 

1.5 Implications  

The findings generated in this thesis outline why a mainstream movement 

towards an integrated conceptual ‘third space’ may be necessary at the 

intersection between health, environment, and education. This ‘third space’ 

refers to an integration of health (first space) and environment (second space) 

into a socioecological (third space) that is united in its complexity rather than 

divided into separate complex problems. A movement towards an integrated 

conceptual ‘third space’ may connect previously disaggregated systems and 

thinking to reveal transformative and pragmatic ways in which schools can 

develop, implement, and sustain action and policy which nurtures healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people.   
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Definitions 

Environment-

related approaches 

Any actions, policies, adaptations, or curricula that seek 

to foster greater engagement, knowledge, or behaviour 

that is favourable to the integrity and sustainability of 

the environment. In line with the Brundtland definition, 

this thesis proposes that environmental sustainability 

broadly refers to “development that meets the needs of 

the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 1987, p. 1).  

Health-related 

approaches 

Any actions, policies, adaptations, or curricula that seek 

to foster greater engagement, knowledge, or behaviour 

that is favourable to nurturing and maintaining good 

physical and mental health. Moreover, in line with the 

global WHO definition, this definition refers to 

maintaining or nurturing good levels of subjective 

wellbeing in addition to the absence of disease or 

infirmity (WHO, 2020a). Health promotion, education, 

and upstream disease prevention as well as disease 

intervention are included in the scope of this thesis, 

each clearly specified as they occur.  
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School context I draw from an established understanding of the school 

context from across health, environmental, and 

educational disciplines. These disciplines broadly refer 

to the school context as any physical school setting that 

provides statutory and state-supervised education from 

kindergarten or foundation stage entry at around 4 

years old (depending on the country) to secondary and 

college settings for young people up to the age of 18 

(Lister-Sharp et al., 1999; Masten et al., 2008, p. 76; 

Bonell et al., 2013; Simovska & Mannix McNamara, 

2015).  

Educational 

systems 

I utilise a definition drawn largely from educational 

philosophy, as this area examines the goals, aims, and 

purpose of education by considering social, 

environmental, and cultural factors that influence 

educational institutions, contexts, governance, and 

pedagogy. An educational system is made up of 

numerous micro- and macro-systems, including the 

physical school setting (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Bateson, 2000; Barnett, 2004; Biesta, 2015; Stratford, 

2019).  
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“We children are not sacrificing our education and our childhood for 

you to tell us what you consider is politically possible in the society 

that you have created. We have not taken to the streets for you to 

take selfies with us and tell us that you really admire what we do.  

 

We children are doing this to wake the adults up. We children are 

doing this for you to put your differences aside and start acting as 

you would in a crisis. We children are doing this because we want 

our hopes and dreams back.  

 

I hope my microphone was on. I hope you could all hear me.”  

 

Greta Thunberg, Houses of Parliament, London, 23rd April 2019 

(1) 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.6 Problem this PhD explores 

This thesis explores what actions schools might take and what policies they 

might implement to nurture healthier and more environmentally aware young 

people. This is valuable and timely, as increasing rates of chronic non-

communicable disease and climate change are critical areas of concern across 

society (2–4). 

Non-communicable diseases, which are “largely preventable and are linked by 

common risk factors, underlying determinants and opportunities for 

intervention”, account for roughly “86% of deaths and 77% of the disease 

burden” in the WHO European region alone (9). Climate change, which refers to 

the long-term, large-scale shift in the planet’s weather patterns and average 

temperatures, has been traced back to the mid-1800s when humans began 

substantially contributing “to the release of carbon dioxide and other 

greenhouse gases into the air” (10) due to urbanisation and the industrialisation 

of farming and other subsistence and economic practices.  

Non-communicable disease prevalence and climate change are linked in 

several ways, and therefore, to explore how schools might be supported to 

foster healthier and more environmentally aware young people, a broader 

consideration of public health, education, and environmental sustainability 

perspectives may be useful in searching for new understandings. 

Climate change, human health, and the interactions between them provide 

many examples of wicked problems, which present as complex issues situated 
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within broader system-wide issues (11–13). In many countries, active transport 

(14,15), green planning (16,17), and the concept of therapeutic landscapes (18–

21) are examples of ways in which human and environmental health are being 

linked through ecologically focused policy decisions. On a global policy level, 

the United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals (22) encourage member 

countries to address environmental, health, and societal issues through a 

socioecological lens that views the environment, society, and culture as 

intertwined (23).  

1.7 Gaps this research aims to address 

Although the health and wellbeing of young people is interwoven with the health 

and wellbeing of the planet, what schools can do to nurture both healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people is not yet well understood. The on-

going school strike movement raises awareness of the pressing concerns of 

many young people about the perceived inaction of global governments around 

the climate crisis. The movement suggests that many young people are hungry 

for change and a more systematic recognition of the need for action regarding 

climate-related ethical, health, and economic burdens. Transforming this 

message into action across society is important in order to address climate 

change and its threats to human health. The school context is one societal 

setting in which to focus on how change may be enacted, due to its near-

universal coverage and context for upstream health-related interventions. 

This thesis explores and extends three key strands of contemporary discourse 

at the school, health, and environmental sustainability intersection: 
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1. What extent and range of healthy and sustainable actions and policies 

are currently undertaken? 

2. Why have schools acted to integrate health and environmental 

sustainability? 

3. How do successful approaches work in practice? 

This examination is important if schools are going to be supported to continue to 

evolve and reflect the contemporary understanding of ecological health, which 

understands human health as being inextricably linked to the environment (32).  

In addition, consideration of how environment-related approaches can be 

further informed by theoretical and applied public health approaches and vice 

versa may enable greater insights into how holistic strategies for mitigating 

environmental and human health concerns may work across settings and how 

educational, health, and environmental outcomes can be measured and 

understood (33). 

1.8 Thesis overview 

1.8.1 Aims 

It is evident that four main strands of exploration, or gaps, lie at the intersection 

between the school setting, health, and the environment. From these gaps I 

generated the broad aims of the thesis. 
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Figure 1 Thesis aims 
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1.8.2 Research questions 

The thesis explores the following questions: 

1. What is the evidence base for integrating health and environmental 

approaches in the school context to nurture healthy and environmentally 

aware young people? 

2. What are the overarching rationales proposed across disciplines and 

what do they tell us about why schools have acted in healthier and more 

sustainable ways? 

3. How does an interdisciplinary approach to fostering healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people via the school context function in 

practice?  

1.8.3 Situating the thesis across disciplinary boundaries 

The main concepts explored in this thesis are as follows: 

(1)  Health and wellbeing 

(2)  Environment  

(3)  Education  

The research focuses on how actions and policies implemented downstream 

impact the school setting. However, attention is also paid to how actions and 

policies implemented upstream impact the school settings and how, conversely, 

the school setting impacts higher-level systems such as public health and 

educational authorities. 
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The concepts of health and wellbeing, environment, and education are defined 

broadly, and best-fit definitions are used in relation to the research aims and 

questions, which helps to mark the boundaries within which the research is 

conceptualised, designed, and implemented (for a full list of definitions see the 

definitions section).  

1.8.4 Use of evidence 

In the realms of health-promoting schools, the ways in which impact is 

understood are evolving. Traditional hierarches of positivism and the application 

of explanatory mechanistic models (34) that can assume to various degrees a 

logical, linear, or predictable relationship between awareness and behaviours 

are still present (35,36). New research, however, is developing greater interest 

in how relational understanding, generated through subjectivity, can help to 

measure and understand impact. This epistemological integration is moving 

understanding forward by providing configurative pieces of the larger complex 

puzzle (37). Perspectives that attempt to illuminate how practices and 

processes both internal and external influence the development, 

implementation, and impact of schools-based action and policy might help to 

develop a robust, holistic, and contextually informed understanding of how 

environments, not just people, influence behaviour over time (38,39,37,40).  

1.8.5 Theory 

It is apparent in this intersection that the problem of whether to combine existing 

approaches or whether to approach the problem from a new direction needs to 

be resolved (41,6). Those who discuss more fundamental transformative 

changes often express the importance of linking the individual school context to 
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broader educational landscapes to understand how upstream and downstream 

factors may influence the probability of meaningful change (8,42,43).  

The interdisciplinary nature of the research and its focus on the school context 

fit well with explanatory theories that seek to explain reactions to and 

relationships between micro- and macro-systems and the social, cultural, and 

environmental factors and processes that influence people and settings over 

time. Socioecological systems theory, originally proposed by Bronfenbrenner 

(44), offers an interesting lens with which to illustrate how relationships and 

reactions occur. A brief overview of socioecological systems theory is useful 

here. Broadly, it proposes three pertinent explanatory assumptions about the 

nature of human development, learning, and behaviour:  

• human development, learning and behaviour are influenced by individual 

social, cultural, and environmental factors, 

• interventions designed to incorporate an awareness of multiple factors 

may be inclusive and beneficial if they are focused on the process as 

well as the outcome, [and] 

• an understanding of health and wellbeing may be strengthened by 

exploring the synergies between social, cultural and environmental 

(multilevel) factors. (44–46,32,47).  

Socioecological systems theory has been applied in several diverse 

methodological approaches across environmental, health, and educational 

research. A particular strength of socioecological systems theory is that it 

provides a flexible structure from which to pragmatically draw upon post-
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positivist ways of thinking, which is useful when exploring interdisciplinary 

research questions (41,48). This flexibility supports the underlying goals of the 

thesis by providing a structure within which to explore the constraints and 

limitations of existing actions and approaches.  

Applying the lens of socioecological systems theory to the design and 

implementation of the research enabled reflection on the notion that no action, 

policy, or practice in the school context occurs in a vacuum. By acknowledging 

and exploring this proposition, I hope to draw out some new insights about the 

acceptability and feasibility of the notion of healthy green schools in the future. 

More detail about the nature of this theory, its strengths and limitations, and 

how it was applied can be found in subsequent chapters. 

1.9 Thesis structure 

Three empirical studies were undertaken in response to the research questions. 

The studies were developed sequentially, informed initially by a comprehensive 

assessment of the contemporary issues that have shaped the 

health/environment/education intersection, presented in Chapter 2. The studies 

were iterative, whereby their eventual design and implementation were directly 

informed and strengthened by the previous study.  

The three empirical studies are as follows: a systematic scoping review of 

global evidence, presented in Chapter 3; a thematic synthesis of a subset of the 

global evidence, presented in Chapter 4; and an in-depth qualitative case study 

of New Zealand’s Enviroschools initiative, a nationwide programme that seeks 

to foster healthy and sustainable school communities, presented in Chapters 5 
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and 6. The thesis concludes in Chapter 7 by drawing together the learning and 

insights generated from each empirical study.  

These insights and recommendations help to better assess the intersection 

between health and wellbeing, environment, and education, specifically as it 

relates to school-based action and policy. These insights and recommendations 

are uniquely informed by drawing from prolonged critical engagement with the 

current global evidence at this nexus and, at a more localised practice level, by 

being able to provide tangible examples of practice from the New Zealand 

context. 
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Chapter 2: Health, environment, and the school 

context 

This chapter situates the PhD research within multiple bodies of literature. It 

highlights the contemporary issues that this thesis seeks to explore, specifically 

non-communicable disease and climate change, and provides an overview of 

how these issues have been traditionally addressed in the school context. 

I highlight the similarities and differences in the ways in which health- and 

environment-related approaches have been conceptualised in the school 

context. I suggest how integrating learning from these areas may help identify 

how the school context can be supported to develop meaningful actions and 

policies which nurture healthier and more environmentally aware young people. 

I describe what I suggest is a key gap in the literature, which leads into Chapter 

3: a systematic scoping review of global evidence, specifically around the 

concept of integrating school-based health- and environment-related 

approaches. 

2.1 Child health: contemporary issues 

2.1.1 Non-communicable disease prevalence 

Rates of obesity and mental health conditions in young people have risen 

sharply over the past twenty years (49). According to recent data published by 

the World Health Organization (WHO), neuropsychiatric illness is the leading 

cause of disability in young people globally, with half of all mental health 

conditions beginning by the age of 14 years (50).  
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Childhood obesity is also deemed to be one of the most serious public health 

challenges of the twenty-first century, with recent data suggesting that over 

41 million children are obese globally (51). Childhood obesity is linked to 

various health conditions, including early onset type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular 

disease and asthma (3,52). Research has also shown associations between 

obesity, poor mental health, and behavioural issues in children (53). Poor 

mental health in children is also associated with risk factors for obesity such as 

social exclusion and unhealthy attitudes towards food (54).  

Adverse socioeconomic and environmental factors are also thought to 

contribute to the likelihood and severity of obesity and poor mental health in 

children (55,56). Air pollution, for example, which is found to adversely impact 

poorer socioeconomic communities, has been linked with rates of asthma and 

other common respiratory conditions in children (57). Poor air quality also 

increases the likelihood of increased time indoors and associated sedentary 

patterns of behaviour (58). Climate change more generally, especially in relation 

to media coverage of diminishing wildlife, has been found capable of adversely 

affecting children’s mental health in several ways, including raising anxiety 

levels (59). 

2.1.2 Climate emergency 

Changes in public health have occurred against the backdrop of a growing 

climate emergency and increasing awareness of connections between the 

environment and human health across society (3).  

Problems related to global environmental change and public health are inter-

related and systemically rooted, in terms of causality, effects, and mitigation 
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(60,61). They are also indicative of a period of time known as the Anthropocene 

(62,63). The Anthropocene, a concept gathering scientific consensus across 

disciplines, is described in the Lancet paper ‘Safeguarding human health in the 

Anthropocene epoch’ as a period in which humanity has been 

mortgaging the health of future generations to realise economic and 

development gains in the present. By unsustainably exploiting nature’s 

resources, human civilisation has flourished but now risks substantial 

health effects from the degradation of nature’s life support systems in the 

future. (4) 

The global public health community has been challenged to think more 

holistically, and this way of thinking is at the root of the planetary health 

commission which is tasked with mitigating the threat to human health and the 

health of the planet through novel interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

approaches (64). Concepts such as Ecological Health (46) and global initiatives 

such as One Health (65) have similarly shaped the discourse, providing stark 

warnings about the urgency of wicked problems (66,67). 

Contemporary research agendas such as those described above do not present 

radically new concepts, especially for those familiar with many indigenous 

natural, social, and cultural histories that have a long tradition of acknowledging 

the innate connection between sustainability and human wellbeing (68–70). 

Contemporary agendas around global health do, however, provide necessary 

global perspectives on the insidious nature of wicked socioecological problems, 

which are shaped by vast multinational economies of industry, pandemics, 
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mass-scale pollution that crosses continental boundaries, and unprecedented 

population growth (32,4,71).  

Contemporary relationships between human health and the environment play 

out in society through individual and collective behaviours. The reasoning and 

justifications for these behaviours is still not well understood, although variables 

such as capabilities, opportunities, and motivations are thought to play a role 

(36). Human behaviours are also thought to occur constructively through social 

processes of meaning-making that occur over time in non-linear ways (72).  

Lifestyle choices can often impact the environment. For example, driving to 

work rather than using more environmentally friendly public transport or cycling 

impacts societies’ over-reliance on and unsustainable consumption of fossil 

fuels, causing dangerous levels of carbon emissions (73,57,74). However, 

individual choice is complex and influenced by a myriad of systems and 

environmental and social factors that can impede an individual’s abilities and 

capacities to make healthier and more environmentally aware choices (75,76). 

In response to these wicked problems, research has begun to develop 

innovative methods of differentiating active travel approaches in relation to 

social theory (77,78). This has developed a better understanding of how 

community settings such as schools can become healthier and more 

environmentally aware through integrated active travel approaches. Such 

approaches increasingly cultivate multi- and interdisciplinary collaboration 

between sectors (79,80,14,15). Schools could, for example, work with local 

community action groups to develop walking school buses or other novel active 

travel policies that aim to reduce emissions and increase physical activity levels 
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(81). In recent years regional councils have trialled providing free pedometers to 

schools (82) as well as park and stride initiatives to incentivise walking over 

driving, while also providing resources and other discussion facilitators 

regarding the environment and its connections with human health (83). 

2.1.3 The intersection between health and environment  

Children are an important population to consider at the intersection between 

environment and human health for both short- and long-term reasons. At the 

same time as mass environmental degradation is taking place, natural 

environments are reported to provide a myriad of restorative benefits, including 

stress reduction and attention restoration effects (84–87). These are linked to 

the promotion of positive adaptive processes in child development, including 

fine and gross motor coordination, risk assessment, confidence, and self-

esteem (88,89). Natural environments are also widely shown to support and 

facilitate meaningful learning opportunities conducive to promoting therapeutic 

and enriching educational experiences for children (90–93). Spending time in 

natural outdoor environments in early life is also thought to nurture positive 

attitudes to nature and wider environments that may lead to more proactive and 

pro-environmental attitudes in later life (94–97).  

Children are thought to be particularly receptive to the restorative benefits of 

engagement with the natural world (98,99). This innate connection is the central 

premise of the biophilia hypothesis (100), which proposes that humans possess 

an innate affinity with the natural world, while children are increasingly 

understood to construct meaning about themselves, others, and their 

environment through exploration and relational processes (101–105). Evidence 
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shows that exploring and playing in natural environments in childhood is 

associated with providing opportunities for fostering wellbeing and connection 

that may impact an individual socially and emotionally across the life course 

(95,79,106,92). 

In the UK context, a growing body of evidence has collated and communicated 

the scope of the social, emotional, and cogitative benefits of children engaging 

with nature. Sources of evidence include the London Sustainable Development 

Commission (95), Natural England (107), the National Trust (Moss, 2012), and 

Natural England’s ongoing Monitor of Engagement with the Natural 

Environment (MENE) survey of the UK population’s engagement with nature 

(108). Evidence reviews around outdoor learning (90), school gardens (87), 

nature as children’s space (105), and the benefits of nature connection for 

children (109) are also considered. An anecdotal observation common in this 

grey and empirical literature concerns an apparent tipping point regarding 

recognition of, attitudes towards, and an increasing need for action around 

issues relating to wellbeing and environmental sustainability. This often refers to 

an increasing nature deficit among contemporary young people (110), 

described as a pattern of disconnection with the natural world due to lifestyle 

changes associated with urbanisation and technology (111).  

As children spend an increasing amount of sedentary time indoors, rates of 

obesity and associated non-communicable disease risk factors have increased 

(3,53). Increases in sedentary time indoors, amplified by changing patterns of 

technology use, are thought to have contributed to a “generational decline in 

connection with the natural world” (112) that has associated impacts across 

health, education, community, and environment. Recent data from the 
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Children’s Society reported that in the UK, a quarter of a million 10–15-year-

olds reported feeling unhappy with their lives. Social media use and pressure to 

conform were described as causes of unhappiness that subsequently impacted 

negatively on general wellbeing and hopefulness about the future (111).  

With growing evidence of the positive cognitive and physical implications of 

nature connection, it is also pertinent that recent (MENE) survey data found UK 

visits to natural environments peaked in childhood from the ages of 6 to 12 

years and declined in the teenage years (108). Other research found that “11–

15-year-olds spend about half their waking lives in front of a screen: 7.5 hours a 

day, an increase of 40% in a decade” (112). This perceived extinction of 

experience (113,114) associated with the growth of virtual rather than reality-

based play is a pressing issue for educators, parents, and policymakers alike. 

Research has reflected a curiosity about potential collaborations that could add 

an environmental sustainability agenda to health promotion (115). Collaboration 

between agendas is justified in part by the fact that both agendas share similar 

aims and seek to foster similar competencies (116–118). Critical perspectives 

have explored how health and environmental concepts might be integrated 

more fundamentally across the broader educational systems that influence 

school settings (8,43,48,119).  

Combining approaches, although useful in a practical sense, also has the 

potential to dilute (120) or bias concepts (121), fostering shallow rather than 

higher-order engagement and maintaining the disciplinary status quo. An 

alternative to combining approaches is integration. Integration, which is often 

underpinned by inter- or transdisciplinary perspectives, is proposed as a re-



   

 

30 

 

conceptualisation of the subjects of health, science, and environment in 

response to a socioecological understanding (122–124). These approaches 

invariably incorporate systems perspectives and attend to how educational 

systems can foster healthier and more environmentally aware young people 

more broadly by revisiting fundamental philosophical questions concerning the 

function and purpose of education (41,6,125,126).  

2.2 School-based action and policy strategies 

Implementing multi-layered intervention, curricula, or policy in primary and 

secondary school contexts may be useful ways of approaching socioecological 

problems, including non-communicable disease and climate change. Schools 

have long played a role in health. This role has ranged from disease prevention, 

provision of school meals and basic medical services, and inoculation against 

common diseases to playing a role in health-related promotion and education 

(127–129). Lifestyle habits formed during the school years are thought to 

influence an individual in relation to both health and environmental behaviours 

and attitudes across the life course (28,34). Beyond school communities merely 

having access to young people, the role that they play in fostering beliefs, 

values, and norms makes them interesting and complex settings in which to 

make sense of the nexus between health and environment (130–132). 

2.2.1 Definitions 

Globally, the WHO’s definition of health (200), first developed in the early 

twentieth century and continually evolving, is the most influential definition that 

is used across health-promoting schools’ approaches and similar school-based 

approaches that have garnered growing influence in recent decades, such as 
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the Healthy Schools initiative (201). The WHO defines health broadly as “a state 

of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity” (77). This definition has further evolved in recent years to 

include additional elements to contextualise this definition in relation to issues 

such as development, equality, peace, and the environment. For example, the 

WHO’s constitution now incorporates the following points:  

Healthy development of the child is of basic importance; the ability to live 

harmoniously in a changing total environment is essential to such 

development. The extension to all peoples of the benefits of medical, 

psychological, and related knowledge is essential to the fullest attainment 

of health. (200) 

This evolution towards the concept of a “total environment” references a 

socioecological systems approach to health-related actions and policies. This 

approach acknowledges the social and environmental determinants of health in 

an era of unprecedented climate change, worsening global health, and 

economic turbulence (194,86). A range of similar but distinct fields under the 

umbrella of public health have examined how health-related actions and policies 

in the school context can be conceptualised (47,49,147). These include 

upstream approaches such as health promotion and health education (178,197) 

and, in the UK, include non-compulsory policy initiatives such as the Healthy 

Schools scheme, which provides resources and checklists for schools to use to 

develop a settings-based approach towards fostering healthier school 

environments (155). There are many crossovers in the aims of these health-

related actions, and they can be approached in similar ways, via health-related 
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curricula, health and science literacies, and skills-based and contextual 

problem-solving, as well as through intervention via physical activity, diet, and 

greening school playgrounds for therapeutic and restorative benefits 

(73,74,202,203). Each approach also applies distinct methods that are used to 

approach design, implementation, and evaluation. 

2.3 Conceptual perspectives 

Numerous conceptual approaches have been developed and applied within 

disciplines interested in public health and schools. In this section I introduce the 

key conceptual approaches that guided my thinking explicitly and implicitly 

throughout the PhD.  

2.3.1 Socioecological models in health promotion 

Socioecological systems theories that describe the multilevel factors that 

influence health outcomes have guided public health practice since the 1980s 

(133,134). Socioecological systems frameworks are nuanced in public health, 

Figure 2 Social determinants of health (168) 
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although dominant conceptual adaptations have built on Bronfenbrenner’s 

theory of human development (135). Early multilevel models such as that 

initially developed by Bronfenbrenner focused largely on how an individual’s 

development is influenced by immediate social or meso factors such as family 

or community (136,56). Later, greater focus on structural and other peripheral 

meso factors enabled an understanding to develop around how socioeconomic 

factors across the life course impact health outcomes (49,137). 

During three decades of applying socioecological systems theory, there has 

been criticism that public health studies have still retained a focus on “individual 

and interpersonal characteristics, rather than institutional, community, or policy 

factors”(138). If greater attention was given to how broader environmental, 

cultural, and social environments interact, it might be possible to better 

understand how reactions and relationships between environment and human 

health occur over time (138).  

Phoenix et al. suggest that there remains a lack of connection within some 

funding bodies and policy sectors between the value of both positivist and 

constructivist perspectives and what these differing paradigms might facilitate 

(139). This point may help us to understand why interventions based on 

socioecological theory find it difficult to accurately capture the complexities of 

what works, why, and in what contexts. Qualitative research, and to a lesser 

extent robust mixed-methods research, which draws on constructivist and 

interpretivist paradigms and generates contextually rich data, is often at odds 

with (rather than perceived as complementary to) the more dominant forms of 

positivist research design still valued by many funders and policymakers across 

public health. This highlights the current limitations of some approaches in 
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addressing wicked problems, where the complexity of problems requires 

interdisciplinary and transformative approaches in addition to singular expertise 

(77,38,40).  

Conceptualising socioecological levels as interconnected active networks that 

cross temporal as well as systems boundaries, and as levels where actors 

negotiate and renegotiate meaning continually, may help to clarify the nature of 

wicked problems at the intersection between health, environment, and 

education (140). Focusing on dynamic processes rather than a more 

reductionist conceptualisation of socioecological levels as separate nested 

systems may be one direction in which research can generate greater diversity 

in terms of evidence. This diversity may help to build an understanding of how 

multilevel factors impact health and wellbeing outcomes over time via 

processes of social and cultural accrual and negotiation (141,77,142,78), as 

well as what the dynamic nature of wicked problems means for actions and 

policies in the school context (143).  

2.3.2 Systems thinking, interlinkages, feedback, and unintended 

consequences  

Systems and socioecological perspectives share many conceptual similarities 

and, similarly, key developments in systems-based perspectives have included 

greater examination of the role of political, environmental, and other societal 

structures in determining individual behaviours (144). This area of 

understanding is further enriched by examining how, conversely, individual 

behaviours make sense of, mediate, and influence structures through the 

fostering or inhibiting of agency and empowerment (145–147).  
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Making sense of the myriad ways in which change occurs within schools over 

time has helped scholars to better understand how wider influences such as 

national curricula and policy impact an individual school’s perceptions of 

different learning approaches (148,149,38,150,37), as well as how health, 

science, and environmental teaching can be reconceptualised through systems-

based learning approaches (123,151,152). 

2.3.3 Whole-systems organisation development and change 

Research focused on how the school setting can foster healthy behaviours also 

explores the concept of schools as complex adaptive systems. Research 

suggests that for school-based health approaches to be effective, a better 

understanding of how relationships occur between teachers, communities, and 

young people is needed (146,153,154). Investigating organisational and 

individual behavioural change has led to an understanding that implementation 

processes occur across national, regional, and school levels in fluid, dynamic, 

and often unpredictable ways (155). These processes often occur differently 

between contexts (156), making generalisability, and even transferability to 

some extent, challenging (132,157).  

Markham and Aveyard’s theory of human functioning and school organisation 

(158) is an explanatory theory that situates young people as actors who 

negotiate complex social structures within schools, which leads to mitigation 

and adaptation of health risks. Jamal et al.’s later adaptation of this theory 

conceptualises “more fully the role of young people’s agency and student-led 

‘systems’ in constituting school environments” (155). This corresponds with 

theories of action learning (159,160) and relational frame theories found in 
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environmental education (122,161), which illustrates an interesting overlap of 

conceptual thinking about how to enable and empower change across 

disciplines.  

Theories of human functioning share two essential constructs that may be 

useful to the development of actions and policies in the school context: that 

humans’ capacity for ethical reasoning and motivation is embedded in their 

relationships with other people, and that humans’ affiliation with other humans 

shapes subsequent behaviours (158). However, theories of human functioning 

are also anthropocentric, because they predominantly focus on how humans 

relate to other humans. In the health and environment intersections of public 

health, where it may be necessary to look beyond human-centred variables, an 

over-reliance on these theories may result in potential blind spots and 

limitations. In environmental psychology, the concept of biophilia, for example, 

suggests that humans also have an innate affiliation with the natural world and 

that this affiliation acts in various ways that contribute to wellbeing (100).  

Expanding the conceptual understanding of human functioning to include 

environmental perspectives, including comparisons with how ecological 

systems function, may provide greater insight into the intersection by helping to 

illuminate the processes that occur within the human ecosystem, which might 

be considered to include among its diverse connections ‘thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviours’. These components of human functioning, often depicted as a 

three-legged stool, have helped researchers to conceptualise how human 

behaviour might take shape. Focusing too much on any one component, 

however, can unbalance, bias and hinder progress by not taking note of the 

chain reactions that occur between them.  
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Analogies have proven somewhat helpful in establishing broader 

understandings of complex cognition. What can be learned and applied from the 

study of ecological functioning to the world of human functioning may be key to 

unlocking how action and policy might foster healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people. For example, by approaching humans as 

part of a wider ecosystem rather than a discrete human-centric system, the 

problem of how to foster healthier and more environmentally aware young 

people may shift to how to foster healthier and more environmentally aware 

environments, for example. This shift in problematisation may enable 

connections to be made that might otherwise be overlooked. 

Similar imagery associated with creating balance using a three-legged stool 

analogy has also been used in sustainable development spaces, where the 

three components of environment, economy, and society are sometimes used 

as a three-pronged framework within which to think about adaptation and 

mitigation strategies (162). However, this imagery has also been critiqued for 

encouraging the development of approaches to wicked problems using the very 

constraints and types of thinking that contributed to these problems in the first 

place (163). Expanding on the current understanding of how environmental 

factors impact human functioning, such as by taking alternative rather than pre-

established approaches, may reveal new ways of understanding. 

2.4 Environment: contemporary issues 

Against the backdrop of increasing non-communicable disease prevalence and 

the climate emergency, environmental education and related fields have 

sparked increased interest among policymakers, public health, and education. 
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In many mainstream school contexts, this growing interest has resulted in a 

range of approaches and strategies that aim to nurture more environmentally 

aware and sustainable young people.  

2.4.1 Climate emergency  

The United Nations Rio Climate Summit in the early 1990s (164) sparked one of 

the first globally recognised and publicised accounts of youth climate action. 

The summit, which gave a platform to young voices from wider social activist 

movements at that time, offers some insight into how youth movements around 

climate action have impacted at a policy level historically. The Rio summit’s 

legacy, which on an anecdotal level recognised the concerns of many young 

people about the state of the planet, led to an agenda that encouraged 

governments globally to take the issue of climate seriously. Agenda 21, for 

example, made explicit links between climate change mitigation and the role of 

individual and collective behaviour change (164). Furthermore, it highlighted the 

role that education is thought to play in generating change around 

environmental and human health concerns (165). However, despite a more pro-

active focus on climate by global non-governmental organisations, and youth 

activism around climate issues, little is known about the impact that key policies 

such as the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (165) may have 

had on actions and behaviours across broader society (166) and on school 

contexts specifically (167).  

In contemporary society, the recent school climate strikes and associated 

activity have garnered the attention of the media and politicians around the 

world (168). The rising fame of Greta Thunberg, who protested weekly about 
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political inaction on climate change outside central Swedish parliamentary 

buildings, also triggered a global social media movement (1). Greta Thunberg’s 

message of action resonated with many young people and led to political 

promises being made for greater climate-related action.  

Situating current youth climate action within its broader historical legacy, it could 

be argued that much of the contemporary media coverage of the school climate 

strikes depicts a simultaneous message of hope and desperation. One 

message, that about the need for system change, appears dominant in the 

media discourse (169). Yet how society can go about the sorts of systematic 

changes necessary to address climate change is highly complicated 

(38,8,72,170,3). 

Contemporary school climate strikes have, at an anecdotal level, made visible 

many young people’s ability and motivations to hold governance accountable. 

Moreover, this action has often reflected a fundamental awareness that to 

address wicked problems, harnessing useful established ideas while also 

cultivating useful innovation is necessary (168,171). How accountability, action, 

critical awareness, and innovation are subsequently fostered across individual 

school settings will help us to better understand the impacts of social 

movements, particularly around how school settings can develop more 

ecologically focused actions and policies in the long term.  

2.4.2 SARS-CoV2 / COVID-19 pandemic 

The COVID-19, pandemic has brought unprecedented disruption and 

challenges across the globe (172,173). For educational systems and school 

contexts, fear and uncertainty around time lost due to the pandemic and how 



   

 

40 

 

this will impact young people, particularly those from poorer socioeconomic 

backgrounds, currently remains a key issue (174). The pandemic has also 

sparked debate about the nature of twenty-first century education considering 

growing capacities for online learning. However, questions around access to 

technology, inequalities, and the impact that social distancing measures have 

had and may continue to have on children’s wellbeing and environmental 

connectedness remain important.  

The global nature of the pandemic will also potentially shape understanding 

around the nature of environment and human health and how global and local 

communities coexist, perhaps with a false sense of autonomy. The necessary 

global and local collaboration to combat the virus is a stark reminder of the 

vulnerability and interdependence of people, challenging the notions of 

individualism and isolationism. Uncertainty around how factors stemming from 

COVID-19 will influence public health, education, and environmental 

sustainability remain. However, the complex nature of the problems will 

necessitate greater collaboration between research and the school setting to 

innovate and illuminate new ways of thinking about and approaching challenges 

during the remainder of the pandemic and in subsequent years, perhaps 

providing an opportunity to revaluate curricula and testing in ways that reflect 

socioecological factors.  

2.5 School-based action and policy strategies 

2.5.1 Global context 

Strands of environment-related approaches implemented via the school context 

are nuanced. In this PhD, ‘environment-related' is used as an umbrella term for 
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any subject, approach, or policy that focuses on the environment and the 

development of socioecological knowledge and/or action. The following sections 

aim to provide a broad overview to situate the research of the thesis within the 

mainstream school context.  

2.5.2 Definitions  

In terms of environment-related actions, policies, and approaches, 

environmental sciences, environmental education, and environmental 

sustainability have been subjects of critical research over the last four decades, 

and there is considerable debate regarding how the terms environment and 

environmental sustainability should be conceptualised and defined. These 

related areas have developed differing degrees of emphasis on the connections 

between environmental and human wellbeing, action learning, critical literacies, 

and enriching content via place-based and contextual experiences 

(175,12,13,176).  

The Brundtland Commission’s frequently referenced ‘Our Common Future’ 

agenda defined sustainability as follows: 

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. (177) 

This focus on human-centred need as the primary driver of why society might 

seek to act on environmental degradation presents an interpretation of 

sustainable development as an instrumental triple-win scenario in which 

healthier and more sustainable actions and policies could save money, drive 

innovation, and reduce the burden of non-communicable disease in the long run 

(165,178). This is a somewhat oversimplified description and oversimplification 
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has itself been one of the key criticisms of the environmental sustainability 

movement, specifically in relation to how the environment can be viewed 

instrumentally as being of value due to its benefits to humans, reducing the 

environment’s innate value (21,118). This type of human-centric thinking, 

present in various overt and covert forms across many strands of public health, 

has been criticised in relation to how this type of thinking can propagate 

anthropocentrism and can lead to the conceptualisation of a dose–response 

model of environmental exposure (77,37,40).  

The United Nations Brundtland Commission (177) and subsequent agendas, 

including the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development (165), have 

been criticised for their underlying instrumental assumptions concerning why 

countries should act in healthier and more sustainable ways (166). 

Sustainability-related education does recognise systems thinking, however, 

which is a useful lens when applying environmental actions and policies to 

settings-based contexts such as schools and the educational systems in which 

schools function (179,44,41,147). Moreover, a loosely shared definition such as 

that proposed by the Brundtland Commission provides a broad direction 

through which to initiate action and catalyse critique and debate.  

Although the WHO’s definition of health and the Brundtland Commission’s 

definition of sustainability are employed in many of the rationales used to justify 

the implementation of actions and policies related to the school context, as 

described above, there is considerable debate and ambiguity regarding these 

definitions. This is evident in the different definitions of ‘environment’ proposed 

among strands of education regarding sustainable development explored in the 

work of Tilbury (180) and Eames (181) and in the extensive debate around the 
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nature of wellbeing and resilience in the critical health literature presented by 

Alvord and Grados (182) and Gillett-Swan and Sargeant (142).  

2.6 Conceptual perspectives 

2.6.1 Framing and (re)framing problems 

Establishing what may need to be changed in mainstream education to nurture 

more environmentally aware young people has sparked broad debate (8,183–

185). Incremental changes that offer schools greater freedom to implement 

national objectives through their own contextual curriculum is one way in which 

schools can develop environmental interests and may facilitate opportunities for 

action learning (186). However, evidence suggests that greater freedoms do not 

necessarily translate into more sustainable and healthy educational choices, for 

a variety of reasons. These reasons vary depending on individual as well as 

social circumstances within school contexts, but often include the availability of 

and access to resources, time barriers, and preferences, which may favour a 

non-environmental focus (187).  

Challenging how curriculum content and assessment may proliferate 

unsustainable and anthropocentric core beliefs at cultural and societal levels is 

a growing area of critical educational research (188,41,6,48,189). These 

arguments shape debates around what the purpose of education is in the 

twenty-first century (190), a fundamentally relevant question in considering how 

school contexts can develop the sort of action and policies necessary to foster 

healthier and more environmentally aware young people. Schools, after all, 

influence and are influenced by broader educational systems 

(191,192,190,186,193).  
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Environmental education and related but conceptually distinct fields have a rich 

history of theoretical and methodological debate. The aim of the following 

summary is to give a succinct overview of the key areas of theory that have 

informed the concepts most relevant to this thesis, particularly those that may 

be relevant to the notion of the integration of health and environmental 

approaches in the mainstream school context, from a pragmatic standpoint. 

2.6.2 Relational learning and socioecological pedagogies 

The nexus of research between science, health, and the environment has 

increasingly explored ideas around the synergies between critical thinking, 

action learning, and processes of developing applied competencies 

(90,12,124,151,176). Bybee, for example, suggested that the future of engaged 

science literacy will reflect “what is important to know, value and be able to do” 

(151) in terms of health-related, environmental, and science-related issues. 

Revising teaching and learning and creating spaces for rethinking school-based 

science learning (Hart, 2012) has also been argued to be imperative in re-

conceptualising the “mutual inter-dependence” of socio-scientific problems (12). 

Moreover, the way that socio-science problems require a diverse citizenship, 

competence in ‘outside-the-box' thinking, innovative design, and creativity 

(including the expressive arts) has implications for education more broadly 

around how it can evolve to build and foster the resilience necessary in young 

people to adapt to unprecedented social and climate change (8,194).  

2.6.3 Greening the knowledge economy 

Theories around greening the knowledge economy draw largely from 

neoliberalism and instrumentalist perspectives. The principles that shape 
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contemporary environmental education such as critical thinking are often in 

conflict with the principles of conformity maintained by contemporary systems of 

schooling. The very notion of schooling is highly contested in this conceptual 

space, as it speaks to an outdated view of education as a means of controlling 

and maintaining the societal and economic status quo (195,196). Conceptually, 

green schools can be diverse depending on the underlying problematisation of 

climate change used and whether the aim of mitigation is to benefit certain 

populations, species, or profit-making organisations. In recent years the term 

‘greenwashing' has been used to describe misleading action and policy that 

claims to be environmentally friendly but does not reflect a more critical 

engagement with fundamental questions about the nature and causes of 

climate change (197).   

To prevent greenwashing, schools and education will be required to be 

accountable for their actions and inactions. Research, policy, and practice may 

benefit from addressing the higher-order questions associated with 

socioecological problems at all levels of engagement. A good example of this 

type of collaboration can be found in the work of Uline and Kensler. Their work, 

situated in the American context, examines, through a series of case studies, 

how schools might navigate incremental shifts towards greener and healthier 

action and policy. Furthermore, they conceptualise and challenge the extent to 

which green education might be viewed as an ecosystem service, a notion that 

describes the instrumental value of green knowledge in terms of future 

economic viability and stability (184,198).  
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2.6.4 Feminist post-structural theories  

Feminist post-structural theories “make visible the everyday, normative cultural 

meanings given to gendered bodies, to the environment (including human and 

nonhuman, and animate and inanimate beings) and to the relations between 

them” (199–201). In the environment, health, and education intersection, 

feminist post-structural approaches provide strategies for exploring “other ways 

to speak and write against the grain of normative, naturalized constructions” 

(201). Language plays an important role in post-structuralist feminist research, 

as it is conceptualised as a tool that is used for containment of thought, or a tool 

that fosters a liberation of thought; the latter is a process that can catalyse new 

ways of understanding. At the intersection between health, environment, and 

the school context, feminist post-structuralist approaches enable critical 

discourse around the very nature of actions and policies, disentangling how and 

why systems restrict or shape development in these areas (130,202,38,37).  

Through exploring power structures, binaries, and language, feminist post-

structural theories examine how agency acts as an agent for social change 

(203). Agency “lies in the power of the individual or the collective to, in a sense, 

catch discourse in the act of shaping or limiting them, and to find ways of 

thinking or acting differently” (201). A focus on agency can examine how 

participants and researchers shape understanding through seen and unseen 

dualisms and related dynamics (204,40), while also exploring how concepts 

such as connections, networks, and sensory factors shape behaviour through 

social processes (77,78,205). 
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2.7 How the PhD is informed by multiple disciplines 

This thesis is situated at the school-based health and environment nexus and 

naturally spans disciplines, fields, theoretical, and methodological divides. 

Knowledge can be problematic when crossing paradigmatic boundaries 

between health and environment, as current knowledge can encourage us to 

place new learning into pre-established frameworks that can prevent new 

unseen constructs from coming to fruition unbiased by the blind spots of 

singular thinking. The solution to this may lie in a combination of factors.  

A pragmatic paradigm, in which quantitative and qualitative methods are used 

based on their strengths and limitations in examining research questions, may 

open lines of inquiry. This reaffirms the choice of a pragmatic, post-positivist 

paradigm for this thesis as useful and appropriate in the still-emerging 

intersection between health, environment, and schools. A degree of reflexivity 

with which to transparently reflect on the researcher’s epistemological training 

and world view may also help to open new lines of inquiry in this intersection 

(206–208), strengthening the conceptual framework and subsequent findings.  

Contextualising an individual’s experience via exploration of the social 

processes and stimuli that influence perspective and behaviour appears to be 

important across literatures (34,155,209,210). This contextualisation may make 

sense of what actions and policies will have the greatest potential for success 

and may reflect what is meant by 'fostering healthier and more environmentally 

aware young people’. Focusing on context may help scholars to reflect on what 

different meanings imply across various structures that impact schools, such as 

educational policy, senior leadership, or outside providers (72,77).  
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Moreover, a focus on context may construct a better understanding of how 

beliefs and attitudes about the environment and health shape behaviours in the 

school context. This focus on contextualising school settings within their 

broader socioecological structures will require the utilisation of a range of 

methodologies, and this leaves space for unseen or unknown factors to 

emerge. These factors must consciously be given the room to grow into ideas 

that may contradict or challenge established ways of thinking about how health, 

environment, and education interact. It is essential to ensure balance between 

explanatory and exploratory evidence and to ensure an open-mindedness to 

other ways of approaching health and environment that may arise during the 

integration of these concepts.  

Evidence suggests that health-, science-, and environment-related 

competencies reflect the sorts of behaviours associated with fostering healthier 

and more environmentally aware young people (117,151). Yet little is 

understood about how these competencies can be fostered in differentiated, 

inclusive ways. Exploring whether fostering health-related and green 

competencies requires a clearer focus on teaching and learning, content, and 

experience, or a combination of these factors, or other unknown factors, may be 

useful to enrich the conceptual understanding and inform the design of 

evidence-based practice.  

Measuring the impact of school-based intervention is highly challenging due to 

the social and cultural heterogeneity across and even within individual schools 

(211). Recommendations coming out of evidence syntheses, particularly around 

the concept of health-promoting schools, have advocated a greater focus on 

what works well for individual schools being examined on a case-by-case basis; 
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this highlights the need for rich, context-driven data that speaks to transferability 

rather than generalisability (212,213).  

Langford et al.’s (5) recent assessment of the evidence and next steps for the 

health-promoting schools research agenda suggests not only that future 

research would benefit from greater interdisciplinary perspectives but also that it 

may also be beneficial for researchers in this area to “critically reflect on the 

(often implicit) assumptions that underpin their research” (5). 

To adequately account for the complexity of the health/environment/education 

intersection and in contrast to much of the previous research examining the 

school setting as a health-promoting context, this PhD takes an interdisciplinary 

approach.  

This PhD utilises the definition of interdisciplinary research proposed by the 

National Academies Report on Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, which 

states: 

Interdisciplinary research is a mode of research by teams or individuals 

that integrates information, data, techniques, tools, perspectives, 

concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines or bodies of 

specialized knowledge to advance fundamental understanding or to solve 

problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a single discipline or 

area of research practice. (214) 

The pragmatic paradigm applied in this thesis assumes degrees of 

constructivist and post-positivist epistemologies. This translates in several 

ways. The overarching research questions (Chapter 1) are intentionally broad 

and build in an incremental and iterative pattern. In the field of health-promoting 
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schools specifically, this form of interdisciplinary research appears to build on 

the previous research that conceptually aimed to bring together and connect 

health promotion across the school holistically. An interdisciplinary lens is also 

particularly useful as the evidence suggests that successful health promotion 

via the school context is dependent on multilevel factors that span 

psychological, structural, societal, and cultural factors (209). When more is 

known about the acceptability and feasibility of integration in schools and how 

existing approaches may work in practice, transdisciplinary perspectives may 

be better placed to further develop holistic frameworks for implementation 

(48,42,43).  

Although the literature is nuanced and heterogeneous in many ways, it 

encompasses health, environment, and education and shares many similarities 

in terms of theory and epistemology. However, little appears to be known about 

the extent and range of evidence globally that has explored combining or 

integrating health- and environment-related implementation in the school 

context (34). Bringing together this evidence would establish a baseline for the 

emerging field of health, environment, and education, mapping the overlaps and 

gaps. Moreover, this collation of evidence would enable a better understanding 

of what is known about why and how the school context can foster healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people.  

  



   

 

51 

 

Chapter 3: What is the evidence base for 

integrating health and environmental 

approaches in the school context to nurture 

healthy and environmentally aware young 

people? A systematic scoping review of 

global evidence 

A version of this chapter was published as a stand-alone paper in the journal 

Health & Place, Volume 64, July 2020, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102356 (215) 

3.1 Background 

Society is increasingly experiencing wicked problems associated with human 

health and environmental change (60). As discussed in some detail in Chapter 

2, global research agendas such as Planetary Health (64) and One Health (65) 

have become emergent frameworks through which to rethink public health in a 

period of unprecedented environmental and societal change. Increasing rates of 

non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as type 2 diabetes mellitus, cancers, 

cardiovascular diseases, and mental health conditions are often influenced by 

upstream human behaviours that also feature in cycles of environmental 

degradation. For example, a reliance on environmentally inefficient modes of 

transport has led to poor air quality and increasing rates of respiratory 

conditions (216). Patterns of overconsumption have led to an obesity syndemic 

and have influenced (and are influenced by) environmentally unsustainable 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102356
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agricultural practices (217,71,3). Current and future generations are faced with 

mitigation and adaptation in response to these issues, which will require a 

critical awareness of the relationships between human behaviour, human 

health, and the health of the environment (64,65). 

Many health-related and environmental behaviours are shaped in early life (29), 

and given that 91% of the world’s primary-school-age population are in some 

form of mainstream education (218), the school context is an important place in 

which to support human health and the environment (219). Schools have long 

played an important role in public health (127). Schools’ importance as places 

with the power to influence health behaviours was recognised in 1986, when the 

World Health Organization’s Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion and the 

subsequent Health Promoting Schools framework were launched (133).  

Research has also highlighted the importance of multilevel approaches to make 

the greatest gains from health promotion. Research conducted by West, 

Sweeting, and Leyland in 2004, which examined young people’s rates of health-

related behaviours across 43 UK secondary schools found that “schools which 

succeed in engaging pupils with education which promote pupil involvement, 

and have better teacher-pupil relations, are more likely to secure pupil 

attachment to the goals of health promotion”(220). A systematic review of the 

associations between obesity and primary school diet and physical activity 

policy found that “complex approaches to preventing childhood obesity which 

focus on multiple factors (e.g. diet, physical activity, sedentary behaviour, self-

esteem) and at multiple levels of influence (e.g. home, school, neighbourhood)” 

are necessary for optimal and sustainable impact in the longer term (221). 

Developing a better understanding of approaches that support schools and 
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communities to develop a health-promoting ethos and influence health 

behaviours remains critical. 

Although less well-established in schools, the concept of ecologically friendly, or 

sustainable, schools has sought to influence environmental awareness and 

related behaviours in young people (222,223). An increasing body of research 

has examined how the principles involved in environmental education and 

education for sustainable development can facilitate better environmental 

outcomes and nature stewardship in children (98,99,181). Although both of 

these approaches seek to influence environmental knowledge and behaviours, 

they are conceptually distinct. Environmental education has historically been 

associated with ecology and conservation and is often grounded in traditional 

scientific literacies, while education for sustainable development, a term 

advocated by UNESCO, integrates social, cultural, and economic facets of 

sustainability. Across both approaches, differing underlying paradigms shape 

the problematisation of environmental issues, influencing how existing beliefs 

regarding the nature of human relationships with the planet are sustained or 

challenged (224,202,183,225,226).  

Nature connectedness, a complicated and contested term, is being seen as 

increasingly important in terms of community- and school-based health and 

environmental approaches (84,86,100). Community gardens based in school 

settings have been associated with positive impacts on physical activity levels, 

wellbeing, and social connection (87,227), while free play in natural 

environments has been positively correlated with increased empathy and 

connection to nature (110,228).  
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Health-promotion strategies in the school context, which examine how and why 

a connection to nature plays a role in wellbeing and how nature-based 

approaches can be fostered through social practices, have begun to shape the 

development of nature-informed pedagogies, such as storied landscapes (104) 

and narrative journeys (229). Research exploring the role of democracy, 

agency, and participation has aimed to explore children’s attunement to nature 

from “contemporary sociological understandings of children's competence as 

social actors” (102). There is increasing concern that young people are 

experiencing a nature deficit, associated with changing cultures of play and 

increased technology use, and addressing this is seen as important for 

educators, researchers, and policymakers alike (110,228,230). 

In many cases, governmental policy has begun to advocate more holistic action 

in response to environmental issues. In the UK for example, between 2004 and 

2010, the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC) and the Department for 

Education (DfE) developed a National Framework for Sustainable Schools, a 

holistic approach to environmental sustainability that spanned “curriculum, 

campus and community” (231). An evaluative report found that schools focused 

on sustainability encouraged “students to become more readily engaged in the 

complex issues and dilemmas of sustainability” and that students showed 

increased “participation and enthusiasm”, which are key components of 

effective learning (232). Although the National Framework for Sustainable 

Schools lost political support, voluntary initiatives such as Eco-Schools, Nature 

Friendly Schools, and Forest Schools are acting to nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware behaviours in primary-school-aged children. From an 

international perspective, similar approaches such as Enviroschools in New 
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Zealand (233), Green Schools in the USA (234), and Skovbørnehave (forest 

kindergarten) in the Danish context are gaining recognition. 

Health-promoting and sustainable school initiatives as well as health-, science-, 

and environment-related education, share many approaches and seek similar 

outcomes, including fostering healthy and sustainable knowledge and 

behaviours, cultivating wellbeing, resilience, and innovation, developing 

children’s capacities to think critically, and developing other health-related and 

scientific literacies. Furthermore, with recent calls for a “realignment of health-

promotion research agendas to address environmental challenges in, with and 

through schools” (118), understanding more about the potential role of 

integration in supporting healthy and environmentally aware behaviours is 

important.  

Considering the above, a systematic scoping review was conducted (235,236) 

to collate and map the academic, empirical, and grey literature associated with 

integrating healthy and green approaches in the mainstream school context. 

The overarching research question is as follows: what is the evidence base for 

integrating health and environmental approaches in the school context to 

nurture healthy and environmentally aware young people? The aims were to 

collate and map the extent and range of evidence geographically according to 

different features of each school environment, and to identify gaps. 

3.2 Methods 

The systematic scoping review followed the guidelines in the PRISMA-ScR: 

checklist and explanation (236), which built on the previous work of Arksey and 

O’Malley (235) and Colquhoun and colleagues (237). The revised guidance 
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includes 27 steps for robust reporting of scoping review data.  

3.2.1 Search terms and language 

Initial scoping of relevant databases in education, health, and social sciences 

revealed both commonalities and differences in the terminology used to define 

the health promotion and environmental sustainability approaches applied in the 

school context. In the interest of using a broad and globally recognised 

definition of health promotion in relation to the school context, the World Health 

Organization’s Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion definition was chosen, 

which states: 

Political, economic, social, cultural, environmental, behavioural, and 

biological factors can all favour health or be harmful to it. Health 

promotion action, aims at making these conditions favourable 

through advocacy for health. (133) 

Refining and choosing a definition of environmental sustainability was equally 

problematic, as how this is conceptualised varies (183). During initial scoping, 

across much of the environmental education literature, the United Nations’ 

Brundtland Report on Sustainable Development was cited, which defines 

sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(177). This broad and internationally recognised definition was chosen as it was 

commonly applied across initial evidence searches, although we remained 

conscious of the contentious nature of how environmental education and 

environmental sustainability education are defined depending on the 

paradigmatic boundaries in which they are conceptualised (178,183). In the light 
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of the aim to map the extent and range of the evidence, rather than appraise or 

critique it, at the stage of deciding on inclusion and exclusion, an inclusive 

approach was applied to studies that utilised other definitions but met all other 

criteria. 

A comprehensive string of search terms was developed (English language 

only). Below is a full list of the search terms we applied.  

health*, promotion, education, learning, awareness, or behaviours (AND) 

enviro*, environmental or environment (AND) school* or schooling (AND) 

sustain*, sustainable or sustainability) (OR) green (OR) planetary (OR) eco*, 

ecology or ecological. 

3.2.2 Searches  

Search strings were applied across ten peer-reviewed health, education, and 

social science databases: PubMed, Medline, Web of Science, British Education 

Index, Australian Education Index, Education Research Complete, Campbell 

Systematic Reviews, Prospero, the Kings Fund Digital Archive, and the 

Education Resources Information Centre. Supplementary searching was 

conducted through topical and systematic review databases as well as hand-

searching and forward citation searches. Grey literature was identified through 

comprehensive searching of online platforms (238) and common search 

engines. Academic and UK school websites were searched for pertinent maps, 

articles, commentaries, and systematic reviews alongside unpublished literature 

and theses in progress. The same search strings were applied consistently for 

the sake of coherence and reliability, and we were interested in any source that 
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had been published over a twenty-year period (spanning 1998 to 2018). Primary 

searches took place between June and October 2018. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

To be included in the review, the source (whether empirical, theoretical, or grey 

literature) needed to focus on the mainstream school context providing 

educational provision for children aged 3–18 years. Articles that focused on the 

teacher-training environment were considered on an individual basis and 

retrieved for further scrutiny if at least two members of the review team saw the 

content as directly related to or impacting the school context (either through the 

curriculum or related directly to classroom practice) (120,239). Populations of 

interest included children, teachers, management, kitchen workers, and any 

other role within the school, alongside families and wider school communities. 

The source was required to discuss an activity, policy, curriculum, ethos, or 

adaptation within the school context that sought to both improve and promote 

the health and wellbeing of its community and had to explicitly state actions to 

be undertaken to improve environmental sustainability awareness or action. Any 

outcomes that were directly related to health and environmental sustainability 

were of interest to the research team, including health and behavioural 

indicators, learning, attitudes and perceptions, and cleaner air quality or other 

measures of environmental quality that are linked to supporting health.  

3.2.3 Study selection 

Screening 

All titles and abstracts were imported into Endnote software (2018) and 

reviewed against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Two reviewers (RP and 
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AJW) screened 10% of titles and abstracts in a double-blind approach to test 

the screening process. Texts for possible inclusion were retrieved and the full 

texts reviewed and, if appropriate, selected for abstraction.  

Quality assessment 

Due to the broad methodological approach undertaken, no formal process of 

quality appraisal, such as CASP (2018), was undertaken. This is standard 

practice in forms of evidence synthesis (such as scoping reviews) where the 

objective is broadly to map the evidence base and no formal meta-analysis or 

in-depth synthesis is undertaken.  

Data abstraction, charting, and synthesis 

Data was abstracted and then charted in terms of the following descriptive 

characteristics: location and time of publication, type of evidence, focus of 

approach, source type and name, study design, search method used to identify 

the source, and any other pertinent detail, such as whether the source was 

empirical, conceptual, grey literature, or other (see summary of mapped 

literature in Results). Secondly, a narrative synthesis of these approaches was 

undertaken that included examining gaps in knowledge, any underlying 

theoretical frameworks, and reported impacts. For a list of included sources see 

Appendix 2, and for an example of the data extraction see Appendix 3. 

3.3 Results  

3.3.1 Summary of mapped literature 

The first part of the results section provides a summary of the mapped evidence 

that has explored how schools have acted or are acting to promote healthier 
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and more environmentally aware behaviours. This map represents literature 

from across the globe published between 1998 and 2018 and includes 

academic articles, empirical studies, books, and a range of grey literature, 

including policy and online sources. 

Number and types of texts 

After the removal of duplicates, 3,051 titles and abstracts were screened, and 

228 papers underwent full text screening. During this process, a further two 

books that met the inclusion criteria were found by undertaking citation 

searches of included texts. A total of 87 sources were included in the systematic 

scoping review (details of all sources can be found in Appendix 2). This 

literature included journal articles (n= 75), books (n= 5), a thesis (n= 1), and 

additional grey literature sources (n=6) that included reports, policies, and 

school philosophies. Throughout this and the next chapter, sources that met our 

search criteria are distinguished with a *. Figure 3 shows the process of 

capturing the relevant literature using an adapted Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) flowchart (240).  
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Volume and timings of publications 

We found an increase in the overall volume of literature published from 1998 to 

2018, with some spikes in volume during 2005, 2008, 2011, and 2016 (see 

Figure 4). The most significant drop in publications was found during 2017, 

although we found evidence that this fall stabilised in 2018, with literature being 

more consistently published during that year. The evidence captured in this 

review was found to be fragmented, with several aspects of integration in the 

school environment underexplored. 

Figure 3 Flowchart of search process adapted from the PRISMA Framework 
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Locations  

The texts located through the search represent a wide range of geographic 

regions (Figure 5). Globally, the regions with the greatest volume of publications 

were North America (n= 35) and Australasia (n= 16). Africa and South America 

were found to have the smallest percentage of literature associated with 

integration, although we recognise that using English language search terms 

may have missed sources published in other languages. A key publication 

 

Figure 5 Volume of evidence according to region 

Figure 4 Volume and timings of literature published 1998–2018 
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source was the Danish School of Education, which has published the most 

comprehensive and collated evidence regarding the rationales and strategies 

for schools to cultivate healthier and more environmentally aware behaviours 

(117).  

Approaches and activities 

The scoping review suggests that the most common approaches used by 

schools to improve rates of healthy and environmentally aware behaviours are 

as follows: 

• Teaching and learning (developing action-competent young people and 

place-based learning) 

• Use of the physical environment (cultivating outdoor multi-use space and 

improving the built environment)  

• Ecologically focused policy development 

• Whole-school approaches (a focus on embedding a healthy and 

environmental ethos).  

Table 1 shows the focus areas found in the evidence presented, which was 

based on empirical or theoretical research (75 academic journal articles).  
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The strategies discussed were often dependent on other strategies being in 

place and on conditions related to the case study school or regional policy 

influences that affected how the school was able to operate. However, we 

collated the evidence under the categories noted above to map how schools 

have attempted to combine approaches to nurture healthier and more 

environmentally young people, and to broadly highlight areas for future inquiry. 

Teaching and learning 

Teaching to promote health and sustainability was implemented in two key 

ways: 

• Developing children’s action-based competencies (broadly, an 

individual’s ability to solve problems using a range of resources, both 

independently and as part of a group or wider society) 

(41*,44*,74*,80*,293*,294*) 

Table 1 Number of sources according to focus and region 
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• Utilising place-based approaches (through visits to natural environments 

or using places such as school gardens to teach children about 

sustainability, nutrition, and the value of green spaces in fostering mental 

wellbeing) (81*,154*,295*,296*).  

Developing action-competent young people 

One of the most prominent areas of teaching and learning found to be 

associated with health and environmental integration was the concept of action 

competence. Although diversely conceptualised in the wider critical literature 

(159,246), in the literature included in this review some commonalities were 

found regarding how action-competent approaches to learning about health and 

environmental sustainability were described, which was primarily as fostering 

children’s capacities to make meaningful connections (293*). These 

connections are made through planning activities that centre on a problem that 

encompasses features of both health and environmental sustainability. In this 

process, learners are often supported when making connections through 

targeted questioning and guidance on how to utilise appropriate resources to 

make systematic and achievable plans to solve problems, often drawing on 

children’s prior experiences across multiple subjects (44*). 

Several articles explored how developing cross-curricula projects that integrate 

health and environmental education fostered problem-solving, strengthened 

children’s skills in group work, and developed independence and agency 

(219*,298*). Action-competent approaches to learning were not found to be 

dependent on having access to green space; instead, they were discrete 

approaches that centred on the quality of teacher-led facilitation, such as the 
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use of directed, thought-provoking questioning, well-planned activity, and 

periods of supported and independent reflection (43*,45*,74*,80*,294*,299*). 

Place-based learning 

The second form of learning characterised as useful in promoting health and 

environmental sustainability was ‘place-based’, ‘hands-on’, or ‘bush’ learning 

(81*,239*,300*). These types of learning were described as experiences that 

centred on immersion in a natural environment. This immersion enabled 

students to engage in physical activity and environmental learning in an 

embodied and memorable manner that was found to be conducive to nurturing 

healthier and more environmentally aware behaviours. Forms of place-based 

learning included ‘Forest Schools’ (29*,301*), school gardens (295*,302*,303*), 

‘bush therapy’ (296*), ‘Enviroschools’ (294*,304*), and, in the Danish context, 

Udeskole (305*). There were also examples across the literature of teachers 

combining action-competent approaches or other planned teaching approaches 

to strengthen the learning opportunities for children during place-based 

activities (154*,219*,306*,307*).  

3.3.2 Physical environment 

Outdoor  

Healthy and environmentally aware behaviours were also cultivated through 

‘greening’ school playgrounds with additional planting (trees, herbs, flowers, 

and vegetable gardens). Strategies included ensuring that school grounds were 

as welcoming to nature as possible, including to bees, birds, and other native 

species (308*,45*,294*,309*). Cultivating space physically within the school or 

local community for gardens was found to increase children’s awareness of 
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environmental concerns and processes, while also offering the opportunity for 

school kitchens to cook healthier meals, increasing children’s nutrient intake 

alongside the teaching of farm-to-plate processes (59*,302*,303*,310*,312*). 

For schools without available space, visits to local nature reserves or other 

outdoor spaces were considered important for fostering healthy and 

environmentally aware behaviours (298*,313*,314*). 

Indoor  

Eco-friendly alterations to buildings such as improved ventilation and natural 

lighting were considered important characteristics of healthy and 

environmentally aware schools (315*,317*). Many texts discussed the 

importance of recognising the incongruence of schools teaching children how to 

undertake healthier and more environmentally aware behaviours when often the 

school building itself is not constructed in an environmentally sustainable way. 

Although this was seen to be related to chronic underfunding and wider social 

issues, it remained evident within some studies that physical factors were found 

to proliferate unhealthy and unsustainable outcomes in schools. Furthermore, 

the visual disconnection between unsustainable buildings and poor investment 

was associated with conflating and de-legitimising the potential power of 

ecological learning around health and sustainability (318*,320*). 

Ecologically focused policy 

Policies that encouraged walking and cycling were also considered to be 

indicators of health and environmental awareness with respect to schools. 

Studies of walking school buses (WSBs) described the importance of 

collaboration between local authorities and schools in order to improve the 
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safety of surrounding streets (321*) (N=6). Increasing the number of designated 

cycle paths and altering speed limits were also important considerations when 

encouraging children to walk, cycle, or scoot to school (322*). WSBs were 

found to have some success in encouraging children to choose healthy and 

environmentally conscious commutes to school, but success was often 

dependent on volunteer availability, which was often sporadic and difficult to 

maintain (14*,323*). Environmentally informed food policies were also found to 

be practical, healthy, and sustainable initiatives for schools to consider, with 

perceived benefits including cost-effectiveness, better nutrition from food grown 

by local organic suppliers (including school- or community-based gardens), and 

the lowering of the carbon footprint by choosing regional options 

(312*,324*,326*).  

Whole-school approaches 

Whole-school approaches consisted of strategies that went beyond a focus on 

the types of pedagogy used or the redesigning of more environmentally friendly 

spaces. Whole-school approaches included embedding knowledge, 

competencies, and values that nurture healthier children and environments over 

time. These holistic approaches were often concerned with challenging 

underlying anthropocentric assumptions by exploring the connections between 

environment, health, and behaviour. Whole-school approaches also described 

an iterative process of change that was achieved by applying a critical and 

reflective lens, which enabled schools to reimagine a school’s ethos and 

approach to health and the environment. However, texts that spoke of re-

orienting the focus of schooling towards a deeper awareness and action 

competence around health and sustainability were largely examples of outlier 
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perspectives in this sample (43*,45*,319*,327*). New Zealand’s Enviroschools 

initiative, which at the time of writing is embedded to various degrees in over 

1,000 schools, was found to be the most comprehensive and far-reaching 

holistic approach.  

Enviroschools is a local government-funded initiative that works collaboratively 

with schools (285*). Facilitators provide support, ideas, resources, and 

scaffolding for schools to think about how they can become more 

environmentally aware in ways that are meaningful to their own context and 

community (304*,328*). The approach uses an underlying socioecological 

model of interacting systems combined with an action-based learning cycle to 

ensure integration of sustainability across all issues pressing to schools, 

including wellbeing, health, and environmental preservation and restoration 

(294*). 

3.3.3 Underlying theoretical frameworks and reported impacts 

Theory  

A key theory found to underpin health and environmental integration was socio-

ecological theory, developed from Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human 

development (44). This theory forms the foundation of the WHO’s Health 

Promoting Schools framework, which refers to links between environment and 

health (52*,104*). Theoretical discussion around the need for a holistic 

reorientation of education towards future-focused competencies was found 

across the literature (n= 13). A subsample of articles and books provided logic 

models conceptualising how schools can facilitate health and environmental 

integration (n= 8). Logic models presented the role of outdoor education as a 
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potential universal health strategy (296*) and the role of school gardens in 

facilitating health and environmental engagement (329*,330*) A pedagogical 

rationale for sustainability and health education was described, forming the 

basis for a project being undertaken by Swedish researchers titled ‘From our 

beginnings to our futures’ (331*). 

Evaluation of impacts 

We also used this systematic scoping review to explore whether any of the 

integrated approaches included a formal evaluation. Of the empirical research 

captured in the review, 38 papers (44%) reported some form of outcome 

evaluation. Self-reported behavioural outcomes represented the largest 

proportion of findings associated with integrated activities. Findings included 

perceived higher levels of nutrition in children whose schools cultivated and 

consumed produce from on-site or community gardens (309*,310*), and 

improvements in children’s subjective wellbeing (59*,81*,145*,296*,302*) and 

confidence and motivation (29*,74*,301*) after taking part in integrated or 

ecologically designed activities. Such approaches were also found to develop 

an individual’s ability to carry out strategies for change in relation to 

environmental concerns (44*,78*,80*,219*,303*,309*). Evaluators of 

Enviroschools found that after a period of exposure to the approach, teachers 

reported positive increases in children’s learning and wellbeing as well as 

positive rates of engagement with the school environment, such as taking action 

concerning sustainable transport and energy conservation (294*). 

Several studies examined the benefits to student and staff health from greening 

school buildings (311*,317*,318*,332*). The potential for schools to increase 

natural lighting and window size to improve ventilation and hence air quality, the 
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use of solar panels to decrease economic and environmental costs, and the use 

of less toxic cleaning agents in and around schools were linked to possible 

improvements in the health of children and staff by limiting exposure to toxins 

and the inhalation of poor-quality air (317*,333*,334*). 

To summarise, while some potential benefits to integrated approaches were 

apparent in the literature, these were largely self-reported and of an 

observational nature (307*,309*). A large proportion of the research stipulated 

the need for further exploration to gain insights into effective ways of promoting 

environmental and health literacies, how to measure impacts (29*,298*), and to 

learn more about issues of transferability across various contexts 

(44*,302*,311*). Overall, the evidence captured in this review was found to be 

fragmented, with several aspects of integration in the school environment 

underexplored. 

3.4 Discussion  

This systematic scoping review mapped an emerging evidence base around the 

integration of approaches aimed at nurturing healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people through adaptation or intervention in the 

school context. We found a steady increase in publications since 1998, 

published mainly in North America, Australasia, and Northern Europe. The 

approaches largely fall under teaching and learning, physical environmental 

adaptations, ecologically informed policy development (such as those related to 

food and transport), and whole-school socioecological approaches.  
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3.4.1 Integration: key learnings 

We took the following key learnings from our scoping review. Firstly, despite 

global policy communicating the connections between human health and 

environmental sustainability over the previous two decades, there is little 

comprehensive evidence yet of how global policy has impacted integrative 

practice in the school context. The WHO’s Bangkok Charter for Health 

Promotion in 2005 makes explicit links to environmental sustainability and the 

UN’s Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (104*,230*); the 

Charter and the UN’s goals in this strategy are examples of global agendas that 

describe the importance of community settings, such as schools, in mitigating 

global health and environmental issues and the role of holistic approaches in 

nurturing associated ecological health knowledge and behaviours. Furthermore, 

the 17 goals put forward by the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

adopted by all UN member states in 2015, clearly advocate health- and 

environment-related action across all systems of society and may also justify 

further research around integration of such action in the school context (21*). 

However, there is little substantive examination of impact in the school context, 

and further critical evidence is needed of how paradigmatic assumptions found 

throughout global policy shape the problematisation of the relevant issues. This 

may ensure that policy and subsequent agendas are held to account regarding 

either challenging or maintaining unsustainable practices and behaviours 

associated with the environment and human health (230*,68*,212*). 

The second key finding of this systematic scoping review relates to the 

fragmented nature of the evidence and an inconsistent depth and clarity in the 

explanation of whether and, if so, how conceptual frameworks were applied 
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across the evidence. This requires further examination, and in light of the 

recognition that complex interventions and robust research, participatory or 

otherwise, should be underpinned by clear theoretical frameworks, this absence 

could be a problematic characteristic of the existing evidence (335*,337*). We 

found that socioecological and systems theory underpinned many holistic 

approaches (312*,338*). This supports the findings of previous systematic 

reviews undertaken around promoting health in schools (213) and the 

relationship between nature and children (95,105). There was also a diverse 

range of critical theories related to education and pedagogy, which included 

perspectives from across traditional paradigmatic spectrums.  

3.4.2 Limitations 

There is inconsistent evidence at the time of writing regarding how knowledge 

about and awareness of the competencies associated with integrated 

approaches can be developed in a wide-ranging and systematic way, 

particularly in early teacher training and ongoing professional development 

(293). There is also limited evidence concerning how to undertake holistic 

approaches on a national scale (and indeed if there is scope to do so), which is 

particularly relevant in contexts where schools are facing many competing 

priorities and unprecedented pressures. 

Although our review was comprehensive, it was not exhaustive, and additional 

evidence, particularly in the wider grey literature, may have been missed. 

Further examination of the strengths and weaknesses of study designs in 

relation to the multifaceted school context may communicate findings more 

clearly in terms of policy and practice. The diverse range of outcomes makes 
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drawing conclusions about the impact of integration difficult. The nature of what 

constitutes evidence across public health, education, and environmental 

sustainability is still contested and therefore further research is necessary to 

explore boundaries and synergies between multiple bodies of evidence 

(210*,337*,340*). This examination would also build on the work of Rowling and 

Jeffreys, who proposed that a weakness in the design of healthy school 

strategies was the limited integration of theory and evidence that draws on 

educational disciplinary perspectives as well as health promotion (296). 

There was diversity in how nature was defined, varying from more 

anthropocentric notions to theories of social nature that challenge what is often 

argued in the wider literature to be a false binary between human society and 

nature (68,40). Similarly, the concepts of environmental sustainability and 

health differed. We found that utilising our chosen WHO definition (133) missed 

out on some conceptualisations of health, such as those used in health-related 

research disciplines that may use the term resilience or wellbeing rather than 

health or health behaviours. In relation to interdisciplinary review questions 

exploring health and sustainability in school settings, ensuring that diverse 

terminology and an understanding of the various paradigms that shape the 

problematisation of health and environmental challenges are incorporated 

throughout may ensure greater inclusivity of diverse research (297). This should 

actively encourage new relationships and generate valuable learning. For 

further thinking around reflexivity in the design of interdisciplinary research, see 

the work of (7,48,119,124), which provides valuable insights regarding the 

potential next steps for overcoming emerging challenges associated with 

interdisciplinary research, policy, and practice.  
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The search strategy utilised was intentionally broad although time and 

resources prohibited additional searches of further databases and forward and 

backward screening of all 87 texts. However, we are confident that the methods 

used demonstrate the variety of approaches present across relevant disciplines. 

Due to pragmatic considerations, the searches were limited to English language 

literature, which may have missed concepts and programmes published in other 

languages. While data extraction was only intended to record general 

characteristics for each text, we have been able to give an overview of the 

extent and range of evidence associated with health and environmental 

sustainability integration in the school context, which serves as a starting point 

for further in-depth exploration and appraisal of evidence.  

3.4.3 Recommendations for policy, practice, and research 

While this review describes a growing volume of evidence detailing how 

integration has been approached globally over the past twenty years, there has 

not yet been any systematic evaluation of the evidence in terms of the 

processes and outcomes of these approaches. Further synthesis of the 

evidence may enable a greater understanding of the factors or mechanisms 

associated with integration. These areas of further inquiry would deepen 

understanding around the conceptual argument for combining health-promoting 

and environmental sustainability approaches, specifically around the strengths 

and limitations of this thinking (43*,44*), and may further expand the notion of 

integration as a means of transforming educational paradigms and systems 

more comprehensively (41,6,71). 
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The sparse research around integration in some regions, such as the UK, raises 

uncertainty about the universal understanding of the relationships between 

these agendas and how associated disciplines (beyond public health and 

education) perceive relationships between the environment and human health 

more broadly (124,175,298). Further synthesis of the rationales and processes 

underpinning integrated approaches may inform an understanding of the next 

steps for integration in the school context from a global multidisciplinary 

perspective. This also contributes to a much-needed discourse that builds on 

the work of Sterling (119,299), Biesta (192), and others around how education 

and its multiplicity of determinants is shaped and impacted at the interface 

between health, environmental and science education, systems thinking, and 

sustainability.  

Important focal populations beyond children who are recognised in the review 

literature include education and public health providers, who can learn a great 

deal from collaborating with each other in terms of understanding the dynamic 

relationships between health and environmental concerns 

(181*,344*,291*,306*). This focus is echoed in wider literature by those who 

argue that research on schools’ health promotion rarely pays attention to the 

core processes of schools, namely teaching and learning (301). There is some 

evidence to suggest that this may be changing, and the potential outcomes from 

this greater engagement with the non-linear process of making sense of the 

world that children encounter are encouraging (295). Through recognising the 

process of learning and the critical roles that teachers and other school-based 

professionals play, the design and implementation of future approaches to a 
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healthier and greener education may be more attuned to the daily challenges 

faced by schools (302,212,303).  

Experiential case studies concerning the implications for schools considering 

the context-specific barriers (such as time, resources, and funding) were limited. 

However, given the negative impacts of environmental degradation and chronic 

NCDs, which disproportionately affect the poorest children, there is a critical 

need to explore what works for schools across economic and social spectrums 

(2,63,304,305). Further case studies that examine how schools located in areas 

impacted most adversely by climate change and NCDs, for example, may 

capture changing priorities, including community approaches to tackling these 

issues that may highlight avenues for supporting those schools. 

The role of contextually rich data, which includes the participation of young 

people, is necessary for shaping the future of healthy green school settings 

through an active discourse of challenging assumptions, values, and behaviours 

that are intertwined with issues concerning the environment and human health 

(295,306). In terms of framework development, there is a need for a balanced 

framework that provides direction and guidance while remaining flexible enough 

for schools to shape their own approaches. This balance has been difficult to 

establish and sustain (187), yet remains necessary in the endeavour to meet 

the needs of diverse school communities.  

3.5 Conclusion 

No areas of integration are well understood. The development of a critical 

discourse around the importance of an integrative health- and environment-

related education in schools was evident in the literature, although the extent to 
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which this has influenced practice so far is largely unknown. Given the 

worsening rates of NCDs and climate change, the importance of the intersection 

between health and environmental practice in schools is likely to become more 

significant. Therefore, further research on the mechanisms, variables, and 

processes described in the literature is needed to reveal important factors 

associated with how these components work in various contexts, who they work 

for, and how various focal populations within school contexts, such as 

leadership, teachers, and others, would like to be supported. Research that 

examines the in-depth experiences of particular areas or populations in schools 

would offer novel contextual insights, which would be especially valuable due to 

the difficulty in generalising practice across the wider spectrum of schools 

(350*).  
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Chapter 4: Exploring the drivers of integrated 

health- and environment-related approaches 

in mainstream school contexts  

4.1 Background 

The systematic scoping review presented in the previous chapter showed that 

interest in integrating health- and environment-related actions and policies in 

the school context is a relatively new but accelerating field of inquiry. The 

evidence review collated and presented several valuable key findings; these 

included four key areas of the school context that have been used to explore 

the development of integrated health- and environment-related approaches. 

These four areas included teaching and learning approaches such as forest- 

and garden-based learning and other action-based learning strategies; 

adaptations of the physical environment, including school grounds and 

buildings; ecologically focused policy such as recycling; and whole-school ethos 

approaches that take a more comprehensive, holistic perspective. 

After this initial step, the next aim was to examine the identified evidence to 

address gaps. The gaps that emerged in the evidence appeared complex and 

plentiful. The evidence was multidisciplinary in nature and heterogeneous, with 

various rationales appearing to justify why and how health- and environment-

related actions and policies have been developed and implemented in the 

school context and why schools may be incentivised to further develop 

integrated approaches in the future.  
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The body of evidence has been growing over the past two decades, providing 

plenty of potentially fruitful pathways for exploration. There appears to be some 

initial indication of innovative practice, such as the use of action-oriented or 

place-based learning approaches, for example (293*,328*,355*). However, how 

these approaches can be applied more broadly to school-based actions and 

policies is still largely unknown, as is how these largely educational 

perspectives may speak to and inform established thinking and approaches 

across public health (177*). With little longitudinal data (323*) and limited 

evidence as to the effects of current approaches beyond subjective perceptions, 

all areas in this evidence base require further exploration to establish a better 

understanding of what works, why, and for whom.  

Across the evidence base there appeared to be several rationales justifying why 

schools and education authorities have acted on this issue and why they are 

likely to be required to act in the future (85*,43*,6*,323*,184*,237*,350*,311*). 

The lack of consensus regarding rationales within public health, education, 

environmental sustainability, transport, and other disciplines found to have 

explored this area may be a challenge for the field in the future. 

The fragmentation in rationales may create missed opportunities for 

collaboration around similar aims and goals. This could result in sectors missing 

out on the benefits associated with collaboration, which include sharing 

expertise and good practice; having opportunities to innovate through 

multidisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and interdisciplinary projects; and having 

opportunities to combine resources that can amplify financial and other 

important factors in the development of actions and policies (139,141,207). 
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In order to explore how collaboration can be fostered between disciplines to 

practically develop healthy and green actions and policies, particularly among 

those areas within the scope of this thesis (that is, school-based and health- 

and environment-related areas), it may be a useful next step to engage more 

deeply with the commonalities of and key differences between the rationales 

identified by the scoping review. Establishing key drivers and motivators that 

have catalysed development in this area so far may help to establish a clearer 

picture of what an integration of healthy and green actions and policies in the 

school context means to different sectors and disciplines. What has driven 

schools to adapt their practice in these areas? Why are integrated approaches 

viewed across the evidence as more beneficial than implementing health and 

environmental actions and policies as discrete concepts? 

When considering these issues, I chose to undertake a ‘deep dive’ thematic 

synthesis of the rationales explicitly or implicitly used in the literature identified 

through the systematic scoping review. The aim of the synthesis was to 

generate a contemporary conceptual understanding of why integrated 

approaches have been utilised in schools over the previous two decades and 

why the evidence suggests that integration is likely to need to play an 

increasingly important role in the future because of climate- and health-related 

issues.  

This synthesis of the evidence may enable a succinct message to be 

communicated to schools, policymakers, and society more broadly about the 

changing relationships between schools, health, and the environment (8,72,121). 

It should move policy and practice forward from knowing why integration is 

perceived as useful to knowing how the integration of health- and environment-
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related actions and policies have been developed, implemented, and sustained 

so far.  

4.2 Methods 

4.2.1 Study design 

In the fields of applied health sciences and social medicine, increasing 

recognition of the complexity of the nature of the evidence has driven 

methodological debate rapidly in the fields of evidence synthesis (309). One of 

the most up-to-date resources for researchers undertaking evidence synthesis 

is the RETREAT guidance (310), which provides seven criteria for choosing, 

designing, and implementing an appropriate qualitative evidence synthesis 

approach in relation to a given question. These criteria include “review 

question–epistemology–time/timescale–resources–expertise–audience and 

purpose and type of data” (310). 

There has been a growing body of methodological literature produced in recent 

years regarding complex health intervention approaches which has been 

captured in mixed-methods evidence synthesis (311). As the purpose of this 

review is to focus on rationales rather than methods and outcomes, the 

RETREAT guidance proposed by Booth et al. provided a sufficiently robust way 

of developing rigour in the study methodology, specifically by way of its 

inclusion of previous learnings, which guide review teams to remain mindful of 

the paradigms in which quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods research is 

situated (312). Similar awareness around overcoming the potential subjective 

bias of interpretive research has strengthened the reflexivity of evidence 

synthesis (313).  
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In light of my critical engagement with the above considerations, the RETREAT 

criteria (310) are applied pragmatically as a ‘best fit’ approach (314) to this 

mixed-methods evidence synthesis. Using the seven domains of the RETREAT 

guidance, the review methodology and strategy were developed as described 

below. 

4.2.2 Review question 

The scoping review identified a heterogeneous and multidisciplinary evidence 

base that included rich descriptions as to why the integration was justified, 

promoted, or supported. The focus of the thematic synthesis reported in this 

chapter is on synthesising why integration happened or was recommended.  

The research question for this thematic synthesis was as follows: 

Why have integrated approaches that aim to develop healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people via the school context 

developed, and what might this mean for future development? 

The research question is intentionally broad as the study aims to open lines of 

critical discourse by “stimulat(ing) healthy debate” (315) around integrated 

approaches and examining how they have been conceptualised and 

rationalised as a potential strategy to nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people.  

4.2.3 Epistemology 

Evidence synthesis approaches, particularly rapid reviews that work within a 

limited timeframe, have been critiqued for not engaging with epistemological 

considerations in meaningful ways (316). This is a perceived deficit because 
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being aware of and transparent about the researcher’s epistemological 

assumptions can ensure greater awareness of how review findings are situated 

and contextualised. In the case of qualitative evidence synthesis, an 

understanding of the role of interpretivist and constructivist epistemologies in 

generating themes or theories may ensure that critical appraisal tools are used 

in ways that guide and inform the researcher’s critical judgement rather than as 

replacements for a researcher’s critical judgement (297). This study applies a 

post-positivist epistemology (139,317).  

Applying a post-positivist lens is a useful approach with which to situate 

research which sits in an emerging area of heterogeneous research, as it is a 

lens that attempts to actively acknowledge that research can be undertaken in 

useful ways across different epistemological spectrums. The key to discerning 

the usefulness of claims made in the synthesis lies in part in taking a critical 

stance. At the heart of this process is a perspective that views knowledge as a 

process of negotiation and accrual rather than as a conclusion.  

The approach was also informed by Braun and Clarke’s (318,319) work on 

developing rigour in thematic analysis techniques. Reflexivity, a nuanced term, 

broadly refers to the researcher’s own influence on the analysis of interpretive 

data. This influence, when actively addressed, can strengthen the data rather 

than weaken its claims (319).  

4.2.4 Audience and purpose 

The primary audiences for this study are academics in various fields from 

across public health, environment, and education, particularly those interested 

in how the school context can develop healthier and greener actions and 
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policies. This is a diverse body of researchers who, the scoping review 

evidence suggests, are already largely aware of the connections between the 

environment and health and how these connections impact young people and, 

in particular, they recognise the school context as a fruitful and appropriate 

setting for nurturing healthier and more environmentally aware young people 

(59*,44*). What is less clear from the evidence is how the integration of health- 

and environment-related approaches is justified as an appropriate and fruitful 

way to bring health, the environment, and education together in meaningful 

ways that may impact positively on health-related, environmental, and 

educational outcomes in the long term. 

4.2.5 Types of data  

For this thematic synthesis, I re-analysed the research outputs and 

commentaries identified in the systematic scoping review. The scoping review 

collated and mapped the empirical and grey literature that examined how 

school-based actions and policies that aimed to nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people have been applied. The full details and 

findings of the systematic scoping review that followed the process outlined by 

Arksey and O’Malley (235) are reported in Chapter 3.  

From the original scoping review sample (n= 87), a large proportion (n= 69) 

were included in the thematic synthesis, including empirical and secondary 

research from peer-reviewed publications and book chapters. Some of the grey 

literature sources (n= 18) were excluded due to a lack of detail regarding their 

rationale. A further 4 sources were added that were found to meet the search 

string criteria for the post-scoping review (Chapter 3), which brought the final 
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number of included texts to 73. Although we were aware that the inclusion of 

these four additional sources may risk biasing the sample, it was considered 

useful to include them. More about this reasoning can be found in the 

discussion section of Chapter 3, but, briefly, it was thought prudent to include 

Steven Sterling’s work on sustainable education (6*,46*,71*,96*) for several 

reasons. Firstly, although the sources met the inclusion criteria, they had not 

been captured by the search string because they used the terms ‘wellbeing’ or 

‘resilience’ rather than ‘health’. Secondly, these sources appeared to have 

influenced and been influenced by wider authors within the field and were 

widely cited (25*,688). 

In this study, rationales are broadly defined as any justifications for using 

integrated approaches. The 78 sources are indicated with an asterisk in this 

chapter and the full list of sources is provided in Appendix 2. The subset 

comprises a range of disciplinary perspectives, including health education, 

health promotion, critical health, environmental education, education for 

sustainable development and, more broadly, educational philosophy, pedagogy, 

and policy.  

Although not all the sources were rich, qualitative, or conceptual papers, it was 

largely the introduction section of each paper that provided rich data for this 

synthesis and where the justifications for integrated approaches were located. I 

focused on any indication by the authors of how the problems of climate and 

health were conceptualised and why and how integration maybe a useful 

mitigation or adaptation strategy for schools.  
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4.2.6 Analysis 

Thematic synthesis was initially undertaken to systematically review and 

synthesise the evidence included in qualitative research outputs (321). Although 

thematic synthesis is still an emerging method, it has been found to be useful 

when seeking to analyse key trends or messages across diverse areas of 

research (322,323). It enables researchers to stay ‘close’ to the results of the 

primary studies, synthesising them in a transparent way and facilitating the 

production of new concepts (321).  

The process of synthesising the rationales facilitated a critical progression of 

line-by-line coding of sources, organising these codes into descriptive 

categories, and, finally, generating conceptual themes to represent and tell an 

explanatory story about the sources. This process of building up separate 

elements iteratively enabled the generation of novel ideas to explain why 

integration was undertaken and why it is perceived as a useful strategy 

(324,319). The generated themes suggest explanations of how the similarities, 

differences, and gaps among rationales may have factored in school-based 

health- and environment-related integration; and these insights illustrate how 

conceptual development and applied practice can progress in the future. 

The purpose of this thematic synthesis is to analytically interpret the key 

rationales for school-based health and environmental integration by critically 

generating and reflecting on conceptual themes. The goal of this review is not to 

critically appraise a study’s quality or impacts or to generate theory. Therefore, 

in view of the RETREAT criteria (310), the most useful approach for the aims of 

this study is an evidence synthesis approach, which attempts to explain key 
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concerns and concepts across a body of evidence. 

A process of thematic synthesis informed by Thomas and Harden’s work on 

synthesising mixed-methods evidence (321,324) and adapted from Braun and 

Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis (318,319) was undertaken. The thematic 

synthesis process involves three primary stages: initial inductive coding; the 

organisation of initial codes into descriptive categories; and the development of 

analytical themes. This process enabled the development of a critically aware, 

flexible, and largely aggregate structure (325) within which to analyse the 

rationales given for school-based health and environment-related integration 

across the wide range of epistemological frameworks within the evidence base.  

Thomas and Harden’s (2008) approach was slightly adapted in this study, as I 

undertook a hybrid process of coding rationales reported in the introduction and 

aims of each literature source included (326). While thematic synthesis often 

solely involves line-by-line inductive coding (327), the thematic synthesis 

applied in this thesis formed the second part of a scoping review, so some ideas 

around possible rationales were pre-established. One paper, a non-empirical 

opinion piece, set out to summarise possible rationales for using integrated 

approaches, and the aim of this paper was akin to the aim of this thematic 

synthesis (85*). This paper was therefore chosen to act as an initial guiding 

frame; in meta-ethnography this might be called an ‘index paper’ (328). Open 

inductive coding was also conducted to expand and, importantly, to interrogate 

in greater depth any rationales provided in the literature.  

In the second step of the synthesis, units of text dealing with the same issue 

were grouped together in descriptive categories and given provisional 
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definitions. The data was then discursively developed to ensure that themes 

were “constructed rather than found” and captured nuance and conceptual 

significance (319).  

This third step of the synthesis aimed to develop more abstract or analytical 

themes that infer overarching rationales for using integrative approaches. In 

iterative discussions among members of the research team, led by RP, two final 

overarching themes were generated (see Figure 6). The third step of the 

synthesis was theoretically guided by socioecological theory, which proposes 

that human health and development are influenced by social, cultural, and 

environmental factors and that insights can be gained from exploring synergies 

between associated systems (44). As well as influencing the evidence base 

across health promotion and environmental sustainability theoretically, 

socioecological theory and models arising from it (137) provide useful structures 

that can be used to make sense of complex ecosystems such as schools (24). 

In addition to influencing global policy (133,281,165), socioecological models 

also provide a structure that can be used to understand complex evidence 

(329). 

To this end, and considering the overall objectives, specific attention was given 

to differences in the perspectives of rationales, particularly how the end goals of 

health and environment-related integration speak to how approaches are 

designed, implemented, and evaluated. This examination may enable a better 

assessment and understanding of why progress in this area appears to have 

had varying levels of impact and uptake globally over the last twenty years, 

despite growing evidence of its potential value, and what this may mean for 
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integration as an approach in the future.  

4.3 Findings  

Overview of key findings (codes, categories, themes) 

 
The evidence suggests that school-based health- and environment-related 

approaches have been developed in part due to growing concern about the 

climate emergency. The choice to integrate health- and environment-related 

action and policy rather than approaching these areas as discrete concepts was 

considered a more holistic and socioecological way of approaching the systemic 

nature of wicked socioecological problems within the school context. 

The development of integrated school-based health- and environment-related 

actions and policies appears to have been driven by the following primary 

factors: 

• An awareness of the urgency of issued related to the environment and 

human health 

• A need for systemic solutions to wicked problems 

• Increased levels of reflective curiosity 

• A focus on transformative actions. 

Two conceptual themes help to expand on these descriptive categories: 

connected systems and connected thinking. The themes explain how, across 

the evidence, integrated action and policy are viewed as an initial catalyst in the 

development of approaches and as a perceived outcome of action and policy 

once implemented.  
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Examples of initial coding (source of data: 
background sections) 

Descriptive categories 
Conceptual interpretation generated 

from categories 

Climate change impacts Awareness of the urgency of issues 
(environmental degradation and non-

communicable disease) driving 
inevitable change 

Connected systems (connections 
between systems are key facilitators of 
healthy, green integrated approaches) 

Instrumental factors 

Pragmatic, e.g., double, or triple win 

Time concerns 

Embeddedness 

Wicked problems require systemic 
solutions 

Collaboration is key 

Combining can reduce 

Reorientation of focus 

Determinants of inequality 

Reflective curiosity is necessary to 
bridge perspectives 

Connected thinking (once implemented, 
healthy, green integrated approaches 
were associated with fostering greater 

connected thinking among school 
communities, which fed back into 

upstream systems) 

Reflexivity 

Learning from difference 

Imagining the future 

Integration as higher-order questioning 

Focus on transformative actions 
Action-related competencies 

Empowerment 

Accountability 

Table 2 The three-step process of thematic synthesis undertaken 
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Figure 6 situates the descriptive and conceptual themes within the iterative 

processes occurring across the evidence. School-based integrated health- and 

environment-related approaches are at the centre of the model. On the next 

nested level are the key descriptive categories of rationales. The outer level 

represents the conceptual themes. 

Once implemented, integrated action and policy are perceived as useful in 

developing curiosity to bridge perspectives. This fostered the types of 

connected thinking required to undertake transformative actions. Across some 

areas of evidence, particularly evidence focused on a reorientation of subjects 

Figure 6 Interpretative model to explain drivers 
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or whole-school holistic approaches, all four descriptive rationales were 

embedded as a justification for using integrated approaches. 

Integrated approaches can be conceptualised as fostering connected ‘systems’ 

(between upstream and downstream school influences) and connected 

‘thinking’ through action-oriented, place-based experiences. In Figure 6, the 

outer conceptual level visualises the dynamic nature of the drivers and how they 

functioned across the evidence as both initial drivers and perceived outcomes 

of integrated approaches. This next section draws explicitly upon the evidence 

to explain the conceptual themes in more detail.  

4.3.1 Connected systems 

The connected systems theme highlights the structures and sectors that are 

connected in relation to climate change, public health, and educational systems 

and why the urgency and systemic nature of socioecological problems require 

collaboration between sectors to develop iterative and systemic solutions. 

Efficiency rationales 

Across sectors or systems such as transport, public health, and urban 

development, the sense of urgency caused by environmental degradation and 

an increased understanding of its systemic causes has led to interest in 

developing systemic solutions (338*,323*,316*). This has established a greater 

focus on how best to effectively utilise the school context as a setting in which 

to develop healthy and environmentally sustainable actions and policies (59*).  

Increased devolution from central to regional governance structures appears to 

have influenced the development of integrated action and policy in some 

contexts. Devolution (in which powers devolve from national to regional 
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education authorities) appears to have fostered opportunities for collaborative 

working across research and policy sectors and also (due to range of economic 

and politic factors) positioned health and environment agendas into competition 

with each other (239*,323*). Devolutionary processes, however, also appear to 

have enabled greater freedoms for schools in some contexts to design their 

own curricula based on socioecological issues. 

Despite the opportunities for growth and innovation that devolutionary 

processes created, studies reported that limited time slowed or inhibited 

progress in both areas (44*,350*,239*). Similarly, the extent to which schools 

were able to access additional support and resources was variable, which 

limited subsequent capacity to implement health- and environment-related 

action and policy (318*,378*).  

Across the evidence particularly focused on urban development and related 

policy sectors, combining health- and environment-related approaches was 

viewed as an efficient way of addressing the urgency and systemic nature of 

wicked socioecological problems, as well as a strategic way of navigating 

scarce funding and resource landscapes (43*,44*). These drivers correlated 

with what Svedbom (85*) previously described as efficiency rationales. 

Efficiency rationales contextualised integrated approaches as a strategic way to 

save time and manage limited resources (319*,377*).  

In the New Zealand context, Collins and Kearns’ (323*) longitudinal assessment 

of the Auckland Walking School Bus provides an example of how an efficiency 

rationale was applied to the development of an action or approach which 

integrated physical exercise with environment-related dimensions. The 
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approach’s efficiency rationale appears to have been useful for gaining support 

from local governance and schools. The strategy improved rates of physical 

activity and decreased harmful emissions around schools. The strategy also 

had encouraging implications for a broader attitudinal change in younger 

generations around car dependency.  

Collins and Kearns found, however, that in many contexts, success depended 

on the availability of adult volunteers, which could become sporadic, influencing 

the long-term sustainability of the initiative (323*). This resource and facilitation 

barrier inhibited progress and the long-term impact of the approach.  

In some cases, the evidence also suggested that greater freedoms and 

flexibility for schools to design their own health- and environment-related 

actions and policies due to devolution drew attention to inequalities across 

school communities, particularly in relation to access to finance 

(74*,295*,239*,352*). Studies indicated that associated financial cutbacks and 

challenges at a local authority level contributed to a lack of availability of 

specialist resources, training, or school-related subsidies that may help to 

facilitate the development of integrated approaches (321*,323*,311*). 

Integrated actions and policies built on efficiency rationales were also 

vulnerable to bias towards human-centred aims instead of creating greater 

balance between humans and the environment. Moreover, some evidence 

indicated that some school-based stakeholders viewed environmental concerns 

as less important than concerns about human health. This belief appeared to 

shape priority and preference. In a UK study that examined primary senior 

leaders’ perspectives on Forest Schools, Kemp and Pagden (29*) found that the 
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approach was predominantly viewed as an intervention or respite from the 

primary focus of schooling such as fulfilling national curriculum objectives in 

preparation for standardised testing.  

A view of Forest School as distinctly different from or a non-essential addition to 

the key focus of schooling suggests a lack of connection between how human 

health and environment are considered. This suggests differences in perceived 

importance, but also that health and environment are considered separate 

rather than holistic issues. This may imply that until health and environment are 

interconnected, integrated action and policy may be slow to develop. This 

echoes Svedbom’s interpretation of efficiency rationales, where health and 

environment might be combined through a catch-all approach to meet the 

demands of what might be considered separate health- and environment-

related content, coupled with the pressure of too little time.  

Although the UK-based evidence was limited, perceptions of outdoor learning 

and how it is applied in school contexts appear to be congruent with efficiency 

rationales rather than more transformative, holistic perspectives. Further 

exploration of this is necessary, however, to further explore school-level 

perceptions.  

The evidence somewhat suggests that despite increased devolutionary 

processes occurring and a movement towards greater academisation (both 

processes that seek in part to strengthen autonomy and develop meaningful 

and contextual learning), centralised national curriculum objectives still 

dominate within the UK context. This may restrict the time and creativity needed 

to develop the types of learning deemed important for developing integrated 
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action and policy that include contextual, solution-oriented, action-based 

learning (317*,306*,29*). 

Instrumental rationales 

Instrumental rationales prioritised the potential benefits (economic, 

environmental, or social) that integrated actions and policies might yield over 

time. Svedbom describes instrumental rationales as predominantly human-

centred, suggesting that instrumental drivers stem from when “attention is paid 

to the fact that health can be seriously damaged by different kinds of 

environmental pollution. Therefore, the promotion of health is taken as a reason 

for developing and delivering environment-related education” (85*).  

This perspective suggests that human-centric concerns are a gateway to 

fostering greater concern about the common environment, and in this thinking, 

“environmental impact on health is used as a ‘tool’, or instrument, to motivate 

integration” (85*) of environment- and health-related approaches. These types 

of instrumental rationales have been a recurring theme in the evidence since 

Svedbom’s 2005 anecdotal assessment, particularly across evidence situated in 

health-promoting, transport, and construction-related fields 

(81*,177*,316*,353*).  

Instrumental rationales for integrating health- and environment-related actions 

and policies were also often found in relation to the decentralisation of 

governance and the associated structural changes made across policy contexts 

(44*). Associated structural changes occurring as a result of devolutionary 

policies appear to have influenced the development of instrumental integrated 

approaches in several ways. Earlier in the chapter, these influences were 

ascribed to the ways in which competition for funding and resources drove 
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efficiency rationales for the combining of health- and environment-related action 

and policy due to how this could maximise finite resources. Instrumentalist 

perspectives, which were linked to changes in working styles and priorities 

among researchers and policymakers, appeared to have opened novel third 

spaces (334) for innovation around health-related and sustainable actions and 

policies (43*,328*,380*).  

It is likely that devolutionary processes played a role in the reorganisation of 

collaboration between sectors. In the Danish context, for example, the freeing 

up of local educational sectors to work in response to local needs and interests 

was attributed to the development of innovative pragmatic responses to 

socioecological issues via the school context (239*). In instances where local 

needs and interests were focused on socioecological concerns, greater 

freedoms linked to devolutionary processes were described as having enabled 

schools to develop their own healthy and sustainable school-based contextual 

curricula and focus areas (177*).  

In the largely devolved Danish context, Madsen et al. examined the structures 

involved at a regional authority level when health and environment agendas 

were interwoven across school-based action and policy. They found that 

although local approaches appeared to be responsive to the urgency and 

systemic nature of socioecological issues, approaches were largely based on 

“plurality and voluntarism”, issues that may contribute to the creation of a 

broader framework driving action and policy which risks being “so flexible that it 

‘falls apart’ in the balance between rigidity and flexibility” (239*). This has many 

implications for implementation, including questions around how balance can be 

fostered so that integrated action and policy are neither so rigid that they restrict 
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creativity, or too flexible, in the sense that they may never get off the ground in 

the first place.  

Transformative rationales 

Across the evidence, wicked, socioecological, or sustainability problems were 

used as alternative lenses through which to situate health and environmental 

concerns (6*,184*,181*,285*). This resonated with Soja’s conceptualisation of a 

‘third’ transdisciplinary space (334) that can be used to approach the urgency 

and systemic nature of environment-related and human health-related issues 

beyond that of a two-dimensional combination.  

The evidence collated in this synthesis suggests that collaborative discussions 

among sectors and disciplines, such as those in the above examples, led to 

health and the environment being considered connected issues (35*,32*,10*). 

This change meant that the question of how health- and environment-related 

actions and policies might be combined to save time and preserve resources re-

oriented the discussion towards a fundamental question concerning how 

school-based actions and policies might nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people (10*,72*). This reorientation gave room for 

a new transformative picture to come into view about the school context and 

wicked, socioecological, or sustainability issues, a view that didn’t necessarily 

have to involve the combining of established actions and policies or a 

continuation of the established ways in which these concepts had been thought 

about and problematised.  

Applying a holistic lens as a tool or instrument was documented to transform 

singular thinking into systems thinking, broadening the ways in which school-
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based health and environment-related actions and policies might be 

approached. 

The reorientation of the health and environment agendas into one holistic 

integrated agenda mirrors Soja’s description of ‘third space’ thinking in several 

ways. Soja suggests that when two ways of thinking about a common issue, in 

this case health (first space) and the environment (second space), are 

integrated and not thought about through existing frameworks, a new 

conceptual third space can be cultivated (334). The shared lenses of 

sustainability, wicked, or socioecological problems, rather than discrete ‘health’ 

or ‘environmental’ problems, are examples of this type of third-space thinking 

found across some of the evidence. This evidence largely focused on how 

schools fit within broader cultures of health, wellbeing, and environmental 

concerns and the ways in which they can be supported to act in healthier and 

greener ways (237*,328*,44*,380*,45*,42*). 

Elsden-Clifton and Futter-Puati’s exploration of how food education can be 

reimagined by integrating the fields and ‘spaces’ of health (first space) and 

environmental sustainability (second space) to give rise to a possible ‘third 

space’ (181*) reoriented how the nature of connections and interrelatedness 

can be thought about. This was found to transform perspectives, meaning that 

teacher-delivered education about food could evolve from being confined to two 

approaches (health or environmental sustainability) to moving towards a third 

transformative approach (181*).  

Assessments made in some of the evidence of how changes took place reflect 

similar processes of change that occurred across the wider evidence (96*,381*). 
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In similar transformative processes where an alternative lens was used to think 

about health and environment, critical awareness was developed by higher-

order questioning (75*,55*). And the application of ecological systems thinking 

helped to situate the impacts and ripple effects of school-based action and 

policy around food more holistically.  

Greater collaboration between sectors helped to develop holistic responses to 

wicked or socioecological issues rather than to health-related issues or 

environment-related issues (12*,67*). The lens of sustainability was found to 

broaden the notion of what health and environment could be and, moreover, 

helped to structure conversations around the reactions and relationships 

between them (3*,72*). Although a sustainability lens was found to be effective 

in some school contexts (74*,75*), wider literature suggests that the term 

‘sustainability’ is rooted in attentional bias towards instrumental or efficiency 

rationales (166,320). This makes its application in the evidence to utilise 

transformative rationales interesting, as it suggests that attentional biases may 

be overcome in effective school-based action and policy (78*–81*), although 

more research is necessary to understand how this may occur. 

Environmental and social justice-oriented perspectives favour circular and 

critical-thinking approaches that pose difficult questions about who benefits from 

school-based action and policies at various points of implementation, and why 

(78*,36*,72*). Social and environmental justice approaches often contrast with 

the dominant tropes that have come to shape mainstream public health 

approaches, such as those designed under the yoke of neoliberalism, which 

has focused similarly on the environmental sustainability movement, amplifying 

environmental wellbeing largely for the benefit of economic rationalism 
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(17*,39*,82*). Under this yoke, the cultivation of wellbeing and the prevention of 

non-communicable disease are monetised and thereby incentivised, with 

upstream intervention via green or blue space being approached as an 

opportunity to capitalise on nature’s assets through a lens of market liberalism 

(77).  

The Enviroschools approach in the New Zealand context is one example where 

a nuanced and balanced interpretation and application of health and the 

environment as a third space for sustainability are facilitated and implemented 

(328*,381*,294*,285*). Further exploration of this approach, which was 

developed in the early 1990s and has gathered momentum, is useful to 

understand how a ‘third space’ lens in which health and the environment are 

considered to fall under the umbrella of sustainability is designed, implemented, 

and evaluated across schools.  

4.3.2 Connected thinking 

Connected thinking describes why integrated approaches have been viewed as 

valuable once implemented in school contexts. This relates to how integrated 

third-space perspectives fostered opportunities for cross-curricular, action-

oriented, and place-based teaching and learning approaches; these approaches 

have been associated with the nurturing of transferrable social, emotional, 

cognitive, and physical competencies.  

Two sides of the same coin 

Across the evidence that was focused on teaching, learning, and holistic 

approaches, the rationales suggested that integration could nurture curiosity 

and transformative action in the school context (55*,73*). These rationales 
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situated and justified the development of integrated health- and environment-

related approaches as a synergistic process of attitudinal and behavioural 

accrual (74*,177*,381*). This accrual related to the development of actions, 

curiosity, reflection, and critical awareness. These were considered both initial 

drivers and perceived outcomes of integrated approaches and appeared to 

occur in a cyclical, iterative manner (338*,96*,328*,383*).  

Much of the evidence considered health and the environment as two sides of 

the same coin when it comes to settings-based approaches to promoting 

health- and environment-related concerns. Examples of this were apparent 

across active sustainable travel-building initiatives and via a myriad of 

sustainability-related educational approaches (380*). Holistic perceptions were 

perceived to lead to a greater level of collaboration and a subsequent cross-

pollination of ideas that reinforced the need for and value of connections 

between local authority and individual school systems (45*,237*,311*). This 

appeared to influence how integrated actions and policies have broadened from 

being predominantly instrumental rationales towards being rationales that 

incorporate greater degrees of holistic thinking.  

A reorientation from instrumental rationales towards greater holistic and 

transformative perspectives was found across the evidence, particularly in 

recent years (45*,252*). This predates recent calls for a movement towards 

transdisciplinary education and a discourse around the role of schools in 

contributing to community wellbeing and sustainable development in the sphere 

of sustainability education (339). 

Pragmatic rationales  
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This reorientation of rationales and justifications for the integration of health- 

and environment-related action and policy could be deemed pragmatic (in the 

sense that they integrate and connect both instrumental and holistic thinking). 

Pragmatism as a rationale is missing from Svedbom’s 2005 assessment, and 

the evidence trail appears to suggest that it became more central to 

justifications following this study (6*,96*,381*). 

A pragmatic rationale for integration was found in the work of Stephen Sterling; 

it suggests that an educational shift (as well as a paradigm shift in health- and 

environment- related concepts) is necessary to bring about greater harmony 

between the necessary environmental, social, and cultural factors that play a 

role in fostering healthy and more sustainable systems (6*,46*,96*). Similar 

pragmatic justifications were evidenced in the following: 

• the early development of wellbeing indicators to measure the 

transformative effects of greening grey playgrounds (353*) 

• the use of novel integrated impact assessment tools to measure health- 

and sustainability-related action and policy in food-related spaces in 

schools (302*) 

• the application of an action learning cycle to develop structure and 

accountability in the Toimata Foundation’s interdisciplinary Enviroschools 

approach (328*,285*) 

• the development of holistic wellbeing frameworks to conceptualise how 

health- and environment-related actions and policies may benefit school 

communities at individual and collective levels (108*,354*). 
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Purpose of education  

Across the evidence, consideration of how education needs to evolve more 

broadly to reflect socioecological issues and the role that integrated actions and 

policies may play in this evolution were apparent.  

Pragmatic and transformative rationales argued for a more comprehensive re-

orientation of the underlying paradigms in which education currently functions in 

order to develop educational contexts where greater levels of higher-order 

learning and curiosity might be fostered (96*,108*,390*). Establishing common 

definitions and aims and maintaining ongoing spaces in which to develop and 

challenge thinking between disciplines may help to explore the scope and 

practical implications of transformative rationales. Assessing the practical 

implications of paradigm change, including how this may work across different 

areas of society, will be helpful in establishing socioecological approaches to 

nurturing health and environmental sustainability in the school context 

(96*,66,198*,129).  

Educational systems are conceptualised as a powerful force for societal and 

cultural change, situating integrated health- and environment-related actions 

and policies as areas of importance and potential impact for young people. It 

has been suggested that “through the acquisition of knowledge, understanding 

and the ability to reflect and think critically, students can become empowered”, 

but by “adopting particular cultural patterns and ways of being”, students can 

also become disempowered (190). Understanding more about why and how 

young people currently learn about health and sustainability and how these 

approaches may empower or disempower young people is therefore important 
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to better understand the degree of reorientation that is necessary for education 

to transition to a healthier and more sustainable paradigm and practice.  

It has been suggested that there is a need to reconnect with the question of 

purpose in education, particularly “in the light of a recent tendency to focus 

discussions about education almost exclusively on the measurement and 

comparison of educational outcomes” (192). However, one key dimension in the 

exploration of the purpose of education in the twenty-first century is the role that 

socioecological knowledge and competencies such as curiosity, critical thinking, 

and transformative actions will be required to play in nurturing healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people.  

Linking educational theory and the emerging nexus between school-based 

health-related and environmental sustainability approaches may ensure that 

socioecological-related learning is given more prominence in the mainstream 

discourse. The rationales behind school-based integrated approaches foster 

connected thinking that may help to prepare young people for their entry into a 

society that in the future is expected to be dominated by issues related to 

ecological degradation and the prevalence of communicable and non-

communicable disease. These ideas are supported in the wider critical literature 

relating to health education (77,141), environmental sustainability education 

(8,320,121), and educational theory (188,6,126).  

A growing body of evidence indicates that adaptations to schools’ physical 

environments (353*), education concerning the consumption of healthy, green 

food (329*,295*,302*,310*), whole-school initiatives (294*), and place-based 

teaching and learning (314*,219*) are associated with subjective gains in terms 
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of wellbeing and physical health and the likelihood of a child having pro-

environmental attitudes in adulthood (303*,328*,307*). The evidence base 

provides a range of examples that show why health- and environment-related 

concepts can foster connected thinking, so perhaps the next valuable step 

forward may be to explore how these approaches have been implemented 

across school contexts and which mechanisms, processes, or factors involved 

in implementation may be transferrable across broader contexts.  

Knowledge 

The perceived role of integrated approaches in knowledge development was a 

primary justification for their implementation across the evidence concerned 

with how teaching and learning approaches could nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people. Integrated approaches were 

conceptualised as facilitating systems thinking (71*,338*,108*). Some of the 

evidence described how integrated approaches could develop an understanding 

of the global and local determinants of socioecological issues (85*,299*,183*). 

The way in which integrated approaches utilised circular systems thinking was 

perceived to foster knowledge around feedback loops and cyclical relationships 

(314*,391*). By creating opportunities for young people to think in different ways 

via inquiry-, solution-, or place-based learning approaches, integrated 

approaches fostered knowledge about and strategies for mitigating and 

adapting to socioecological problems in ways that were perceived to strengthen 

the delivery of both health- and environment-related educational aims and goals 

(85*,43*,44*,311*).  

Integrated approaches that used inquiry-based learning approaches were found 

to be effective in developing knowledge about health and sustainability. 
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knowledge. In particular, the approaches perceived to be the most valuable 

were those which provided a structure that could be used to identify how 

sustainable behaviours were linked to better health and discussions around why 

this is important (98*,86*). Building on this, integrated systems-based 

approaches to teaching and learning subsequently helped to structure 

investigations around the role of individual and collective action and consider 

how the school environment helps or hinders sustainable actions 

(381*,328*,181*).  

Skills 

Across the evidence included in the synthesis, school-based health- and 

environment-related approaches were justified as valuable because of the ways 

in which they could develop a range of tangible and transferrable skills. One of 

these skills (the application of critical awareness) was central to justifications in 

the evidence concerning why health-, science-, and environment-related 

educational approaches should be integrated (85*,43*).  

Critical awareness is thought to occur in complex ways in the school 

environment, but it has been linked with opportunities that model the processes 

of research, including higher-order questioning, observation, and debating 

techniques (11). This understanding aligns with studies that described 

developing inquiry-based learning using socioecological frameworks or models 

as guides to explore interconnections between areas or concepts through 

fostering curiosity. These approaches were rationalised as not only helping 

teachers to acknowledge the epistemic frictions and the boundaries within 

which socioecological problems are problematised but also as encouraging a 

deeper level of learning that could facilitate a proficiency of transferrable skills, 
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including action competency, critical awareness, and higher-order questioning 

(11,341,166,226). 

Developing health- and environment-related actions and policies that apply 

systems thinking to explore socioecological problems was linked with the 

development of young people’s capacities to link abstract problems with 

practical solutions and associated actions (177*,184*,338*). This capacity to link 

problems with practical actions was often attributed to the concept of action 

competency, a nuanced concept that broadly aims to develop an individual’s 

degree of self-efficacy (263*,393). Action competency has been broadly 

associated with fostering skills that might bridge science- and health-related 

literacies that could translate into tangible and empowering lifestyle changes 

(177*,355*,390*).  

Experiences 

School-based health- and environment-related actions and policies were also 

aligned particularly well with participatory approaches, which (via methodology 

or application) integrate the voices of those the action or policy aims to affect to 

enrich implementation by ensuring that design speaks appropriately to 

stakeholder experience and preferences (380*). Participatory approaches in 

school-based health- and environment-related spaces were thought to foster 

curiosity and challenge assumptions, which could empower individuals to take 

transformative action. This is the case with the New Zealand Enviroschools 

approach, which advocates working directly with young people from the outset 

to raise awareness of the issues and connect thinking between awareness, 

action, and reflection, a process the organisation conceptualises as an action 

learning cycle (328*,285*).  
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Participatory approaches that harnessed young people’s interests and curiosity 

about the environment were perceived as valuable in terms of enriching the 

impact of health and environment-related (healthy and green) actions and 

policies over time, although exactly how this occurs is not yet well understood 

(80*). The area of evidence that provided the most comprehensive examples of 

how reflective curiosity and transformative action were thought to occur through 

health- and environment-related action and policy focused on how experience 

of local places could translate abstract knowledge into tangible action, often 

drawing loosely on action-oriented learning theories and pedagogies 

(314*,381*,328*,96*,80*).  

School gardens as catalysts for healthy and sustainable actions and 

policies 

School gardens are increasingly being used to promote teaching and learning 

that connects health, science, and environmental sustainability. The greening of 

playgrounds can stimulate activities around growth and nutrition, and the 

observing and measuring of ecological systems (science knowledge and skills) 

(309*) can act as a therapeutic stimulus (social and emotional education) 

(329*,295*,83*,313*,353*) and can contextualise the teaching of environmental 

values (citizenship and philosophy education) (295*,303*,308*).  

School gardens are becoming an increasing focus of interest in school-based 

health promotion due to their potential as therapeutic spaces and their potential 

for improving nutrition, social cohesion, and empowerment, especially in 

communities vulnerable to the effects of food deserts and other socioecological 

determinants of health, wellbeing, and environmental connectedness 

(99*,86*,108*). Fostering connected thinking between health workers, local 
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community groups, and schools was found to have enabled school gardens to 

be developed and used in creative ways (81*,110*). In some contexts, school-

based gardens were documented as being used to raise awareness of 

environmental processes, which could help to provide young people with a 

tangible link between how food is grown and prepared and its subsequent 

nutrient content (96*,97*).  

School gardens were documented to provide a community environment for 

teamwork and collaboration, which occurred as groups became responsible for 

various aspects of a garden and via opportunities for wider volunteering, 

including by parents, grandparents, and members of the school community 

(303*,308*,294*). This emphasis on community in school-based health- and 

environment-related spaces echoes the wider examination of school gardens 

found in the health promotion literature, which documented the varied ways in 

which gardens can promote health and wellbeing if utilised in innovative ways 

(83*,280*). The evidence included in this study, which had the dual aim of 

promoting both health and the environment, showed how school-based gardens 

have been used to develop connected thinking about the environment, health, 

and wellbeing through tangible experience. It also provided examples of how 

place-based learning helped to ground young people in an appropriate and 

living example of otherwise abstract systems thinking (309*,313*).  

4.4 Discussion 

Evidence suggests that holistic approaches that seek to reorient whole-school 

culture through action and policy may be most likely to reflect the urgency and 

systemic nature of the climate emergency. Rationales spoke to the concept of 
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connection, specifically as driving connections between systems, and, once 

implemented, as driving connections in people’s thinking about health and 

environment as two sides of the same coin. Further examination of 

transformative rationales, including how they can be conceptualised and how 

they might work in practice, might therefore be useful. 

4.4.1 How can integrated actions and policies be defined in this 

intersection? 

Evidence suggests that in integrated school-based health- and environment- 

related spaces, transformative action and policy were solution-based and 

action-oriented and fostered higher-order questioning. Transformative action 

and policy were deemed necessary to drive meaningful long-term change.  

4.4.2 Identifying useful theory in school-based health- and 

environment- related spaces 

It may be useful to explore in greater detail which types of theory are most 

effective in supporting the design and implementation of transformative, school-

based integrated action and policy. This is particularly useful when considering 

that health promotion in the school context has been found to be most effective 

when grounded in robust theory (113,114*). Informing intervention design on 

robust theory may help to guide notoriously complex school-based evaluation 

by helping to understand what it may be useful to look for in terms of success. 

Exploring which types of transformative theory are helpful in the design of 

integrated action and policy may also help to better understand what is meant 

by the term ‘transformative’ and how this may translate to future action and 

policy in schools.  
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Salutogenic theories (public health) 

The drivers of school-based health- and environment-related actions and 

policies resonate with theories that view community-level health promotion as a 

holistic salutogenic process (344,345). The term salutogenesis broadly focuses 

on the assets or factors that support human health and wellbeing. This 

resonates with the body of evidence concerning schools-based health- and 

environment-related actions and policies in several ways.  

Firstly, it resonates with the ways in which healthy green approaches were 

linked with building action competence by fostering critical awareness, 

reflection, and curiosity. Action competence, although a highly subjective term, 

has been conceptualised broadly as a bridging factor between the aims of 

health-related and environmental educational approaches that works by building 

self -efficacy and empowerment (1*,2*). Recent developments in understanding 

suggest that an individual’s self-efficacy and capacity to act are strongly linked 

to the development of the sorts of proactive lifestyle behaviours that could make 

the biggest positive impacts on the environment and on human health, such as 

behaviours related to transport, eating, and other consumption behaviours 

(343,346).  

The second way in which the evidence resonates with salutogenesis relates to 

how the crossovers between health and the environment were described as 

encouraging and supporting intersectional collaboration between education, 

public health, transport, construction, and environmental sciences. This type of 

intersectional working at the nexus of disciplines was viewed as central to how 

school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies could 

develop. Intersectional collaboration was perceived to generate the types of 
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systemic solutions that were necessary to deal with systemic issues related to 

environmental degradation and non-communicable disease prevalence. These 

forms of connected thinking pre-emptively encouraged disciplines and sectors 

to look for commonalities and shared aims such as sustainability. By focusing 

on similarities between concepts rather than differences, the development of 

integrated action and policy was thought to provide the basis for an organic 

process of empowerment to develop among school communities (64*,80*,72*). 

Processes broadly in line with salutogenesis encouraged proactive searching 

for problems and solutions, ownership, and accountability.  

(Eco)sociological theories (environment education) 

System models that centre on the individual and radiate outwards to 

encompass influencing factors at micro and meso levels (44,137) illustrate the 

nature of connected systems and “provide a testable structure that is delimited 

by the biological and physical constraints as well as the researcher’s own 

imposed constraints” (108*). Socioecological frameworks also provide an 

adaptable structure in which upstream determinants of health can relate to 

downstream (school-based) determinants. For example, if applied in the 

classroom context, adapting socioecological frameworks such as Stanger’s 

(108*) could open spaces for an examination of the social determinants of 

health by helping to support the exploration of problems relevant to individual, 

social, cultural, and environmental factors or processes. This approach, 

according to Short and Mollborn, “is not at odds with the incorporation of 

biological and psychological processes; rather, it recognises the interplay 

between them in complex, dynamic systems, embracing a population approach 

that situates individuals in context” (347).  
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These connections between individual, social, cultural, and environmental 

factors help to situate wicked problems as interconnected problems in which 

action and policy feed back in a circular manner that impacts people and places 

in tangible and intangible ways. Having the capacity to conceptualise 

socioecological or sustainability issues as third spaces (334) may transform 

health- and environment-related problems into a more nuanced 

conceptualisation that views these issues as only part of the story, that is, as 

segments of wider socioecological issues. Not only would this develop greater 

capacities to explore how actions and policies can foster healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people, but it may help to inform the development 

of future public health intervention in the school context by providing a structure 

in which to engage critically with school culture as well as “institutional (not just 

psychological/behavioural) processes” (5). This proposition is put forward by 

Langford et al. as needing to be included in guidance or next steps for the 

development of health-promoting school approaches.  

Similarly, recommendations generated from this thematic synthesis regarding 

school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies suggest that 

while teaching and learning have been the primary focus of development so far, 

it is necessary to attend to key observable gaps in the evidence around critical 

policy theory and methodology, issues of intersectionality, and policy research 

concerning climate change and education (348). These areas of exploration are 

considered necessary to gain a fuller picture of how school-based action and 

policy may mitigate and adapt to socioecological problems and prepare young 

people adequately for entry into a society in which having the knowledge and 

skills to understand and address wicked problems will be valuable.  



   

 

116 

 

In the wider literature, adapted socioecological models such as that provided by 

Stanger (108*) (Figure 7) include a greater balance between humans and other 

species, which is another valuable and, so far, underexplored area in which to 

situate the concept of health- and environment-related actions and policies in 

the school context. This is particularly the case because this may prompt 

sustained engagement with how existing structures support or hinder the 

shared aims of healthy and sustainable education and policies. These aims 

include having a critical awareness, equality, and empowerment, including for 

vulnerable groups and children most at risk of the negative effects of non-

communicable disease and environmental degradation, which disproportionally 

impact communities with a low socioeconomic status (392,43*,239*,212).  
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A key way in which recent evidence can inform and extend Stanger’s (108*) 

model stems from the transient and temporal aspects that form part of ‘third 

space’ transdisciplinary thinking about school-based actions and policies. The 

arrow added to Stanger’s model in Figure 7 reflects how the development of 

integrated approaches did not appear to occur only within nested systems but 

also crossed systems laterally at school level and at local, regional, national, 

and global policy levels. As discussed earlier, using sustainability, wicked, or 

socioecological issues as broader conceptualisations of health- and 

environment-related issues facilitated greater capacities for multidimensional 

Figure 7 Adaptation of Stanger’s (eco)sociological model (2011) 
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thinking and ways of working that were able to develop holistic school-based 

actions and policies that incorporated systems thinking.  

Instrumental rationales prevalent in the spaces of health, sustainable 

development, and education can propagate what might be perceived as short-

sightedness and a narrowing of ideas. In light of the urgency and systemic 

nature of socioecological issues, challenging misconceptions may be important 

(108*). One such misconception concerns the difference between complex 

problems and problems that have complexity, and dynamic models such as 

Stanger’s may be helpful in relation to this. Roberto Poli suggests that, in 

contrast to complexity, where the origins of problems can be individually 

identified and approached in segmented ways,  

complex problems and systems result from networks of multiple interacting 

causes that cannot be individually distinguished; they must be addressed 

as entire systems, that is, cannot be addressed in a piecemeal way; they 

are such that small inputs may result in disproportionate effects; the 

problems that they present cannot be solved once and for ever, but 

require systematic management. (349) 

When considering the actions schools might take and the policies they might 

create to nurture healthier and more environmentally aware young people, it 

may be valuable to ensure that thinking adapts to and understands 

socioecological issues as complex problems that require continual mitigation 

and adaptation rather than as complicated problems that can be solved within a 

predetermined timeframe. Stanger’s emphasis on process and time resonates 

with the process of attitudinal accrual that reflects the transformation of 
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perspectives rather than a resolution of perspectives. When viewed through the 

flexible lens of transformation rather than resolution, action, and policy in the 

school context, can perhaps evolve to focus on holistic processes and how 

these might be designed and implemented, rather than focusing on piecemeal 

intervention. 

A narrowing of ideas can stem from neoliberal and human-centred perspectives 

that dilute or reduce issues by focusing solely on human need and that benefit 

from (rather than proactively challenge) human-centric perspectives. This has 

been linked with health and environmental problems getting worse 

(188,77,37,40). Challenging the influence and impacts of human-centric 

perspectives may therefore be key if society, culture, and the environment are 

to thrive in the global ecological crisis.  

Another way in which Stanger’s adapted model appears to fit well with evidence 

concerning school-based integrated approaches is its focus on process-related 

variables that are dynamic and evolving, rather than on static and piecemeal 

variables; the significance of social processes of meaning-making; and the shift 

in perspective from socioecological systems models to (eco)sociological 

systems (108*). Given that evidence from health-promoting schools suggests 

that implementation works well and has the best chance of long-term 

sustainability when grounded in robust theory (57*), examining actions and 

policies through an adapted socioecological lens such as that designed by 

Stanger may develop greater robustness by challenging and building on the 

existing understanding by providing “a view of the regularities and irregularities 

of any policy, its process, its texts, its reception, and its degree of 

implementation” (351). With current theory suggesting that social processes of 
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meaning-making play a key role in how people develop knowledge and 

awareness around health and environment, shifting perspectives from 

socioecological systems models to (eco)sociological systems (108*) may help 

to answer what could be pivotal questions:  

• Would applying Stanger’s shift in language from socioecological to 

(eco)sociological systems help to connect the ecological nature of 

problems with the social by shifting perspectives slightly?  

• What sorts of changes can schools make to current actions and policies 

to shift perspectives on health-related and environmental issues from 

perceptions of them as complicated problems towards complex 

problems?  

Transformation theories (social science) 

In terms of the evidence collated and examined in this review, if we interpret a 

common justification for school-based health- and environment-related actions 

and policies as a response to socioecological problems stemming from human 

and environmental conflict, this resonates with the definition of conflict 

transformation “as a complex process of constructively changing relationships, 

attitudes, behaviours, interests and discourses” (352). One of conflict 

transformation’s key rationales – a reorientation of perspective that may alter 

subsequent beliefs and behaviours – was found to have many similarities to the 

ways in which health- and environment-related integration via teaching and 

learning was justified in the examined rationales (307*,154*,45*)  

The Berghof Foundation, an NGO that focuses on global development, helps to 

situate the conceptual aims and goals of conflict transformation in practical 
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processes, working with stakeholders to highlight how contexts can develop 

transformative actions and policies to develop security, peace, empowerment, 

and positive actions. 

 In the context of global development, the Berghof Foundation suggests that the 

concept of conflict transformation represents  

more than the reframing of positions and the identification of win-win 

outcomes. The very structure of parties and relationships may be 

embedded in a pattern of conflictual relationships that extend beyond the 

particular site of conflict. (352) 

The socioecological urgency and human/nature conflict driving the need for 

school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies resonate 

with the sociological constructs of conflict transformation, particularly “identifying 

a problem, taking action, reflecting and arriving at a new or previously unseen 

understanding” (353).  

A key difference when approaching conflict transformation rather than the more 

traditional conflict resolution is the focus on reorienting perspectives, accrual, 

and growth rather than resolution, which may denote in some ways a standing 

still or even a return to previous perspectives. Within the focus of school-based 

action and policy, this emphasis on accrual and higher-order thinking works 

well, because old ways of doing things may no longer provide an appropriate 

strategy for addressing wicked sociological problems, as these problems 

remain. That is not to say that transformation requires the setting aside of 

previous ways of acting and previous policy for the sake of it, but it merely 

prompts stakeholders to reject the types of thinking or approaches that are no 
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longer serving their intended beneficiaries or can’t deliver change on the scale 

that is necessary. This creates the spaces and resources necessary to 

implement new ways of doing things to positively impact people and the planet.  

The concept of conflict transformation has yet to be applied within mainstream 

educational settings or to the understanding of the human/nature conflict that 

underpins wicked socioecological issues involving the environment and human 

health. However, the human/nature conflict, more broadly, is a rich area of 

critical discourse that exists across many disciplines, including geography, 

social sciences (77,20,40,78), and education (108,186*,387). These debates, 

which argue for greater balance between human-centred perspectives and 

environment-centred perspectives, may be valuable in relation to situating and 

contextualising healthy green actions and policies, what they look like, and why 

they may be important.  

Within the field of public health, the human/nature conflict and 

anthropocentricism have yet to be fully engaged with beyond the scope of 

critical researchers who have, in a range of areas, critiqued the ethical 

implications of viewing the environment through an overly simplistic dose–

response framework (40,78). Therefore, examining how the human/nature 

conflict and associated ideas may speak to the equitable development, 

implementation, and sustainability of healthy and environmentally aware actions 

and policies across sectors may help to develop innovation and alternative or 

transformative approaches in school settings (92,4,87,21).  

The ways in which healthy and sustainable actions and policies are perceived to 

potentially deconstruct embedded patterns of thinking to foster transformative 
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changes that are defined by degrees of self-awareness, empathy, and 

connection (discussed in more detail later in the chapter) show how integration 

was conceptualised as more than a reframing of positions or an identification of 

win-win outcomes (96*,45*,27*). In many cases, integrated actions and policies 

were justified as part of a process of connecting individual and collective 

thinking with the wider systems in which they are situated (68,72,45,355,20). 

The empowerment, social justice, and capacity-building constructs that inform 

the sociological work on conflict transformation (356) may also provide useful 

explanatory modalities in which to situate ongoing development of healthy and 

sustainable school contexts and which help to establish the shape that progress 

over the next twenty years in this area might take. Furthermore, engagement 

with wider social theories helps to illustrate why further development, 

investment, and empowerment are crucial for mitigation and adaptation in 

relation to the global ecological crisis (72,201,78). 

Table 3, adapted from the figure “Transformers of Conflict” (356), visualises 

how the facets of sociological transformation theories might be adapted and 

applied to incorporate a wider level of (eco)sociological thinking (108*) that 

includes the incorporation of a complex rather than complexity lens, as well as 

more of a balance, eventually, between humans and other species. This may 

guide schools, and the levels of governance that impact them, to develop 

actions and policies based on curiosity about what complex problems are, how 

they are different to problems with complexity, and how human-centred 

perspectives can impact the environment. Table 3, whose contents have been 

compiled from resources provided by the Berghof Foundation (352), helps to 

further reinforce and situate the evidence presented in this study by depicting 
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the many actors and processes that play a role in behavioural transformation 

around an area of conflict. In the case of conflict at the human–nature interface, 

this way of thinking provides flexible and broad guidance around the stages of 

change that may play a role in healthy and sustainable behaviour change in the 

school context.  



   

 

125 

 

 

Table 3 Potential transformers of health- and environment-related actions and policies  
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Shifting the focus from why actions and policies have developed towards how 

they work in practice by examining novel strategies that have already been 

implemented across diverse school communities may also help to develop new 

insights, connecting systems and thinking in beneficial ways. These new 

insights may include exploring how actions and policies can be sustained over 

time and, if so, how successful approaches support, or challenge established 

theoretical frameworks or models. Further exploration may also develop insights 

into the most appropriate ways to evaluate the effectiveness of healthy and 

sustainable actions and policies. Evaluation approaches that draw upon 

behavioural theories, as well as social process theories, may help in the later 

development of appropriate and transferrable impact and evaluation indicators 

and integrate established learning and provoking new developments in 

approaches. 

4.4.3 Research implications  

In terms of epistemological and paradigmatic perspectives, situating school-

based health- and environment-related actions and policies in an appropriate 

theory or framework is important for guiding future development. A holistic 

perspective that focuses on how health and the environment are interlinked is 

appropriate and useful, as it supports circular systems thinking, which looks for 

feedback loops and multilevel implications of actions and policies. Meaningful 

changes related to healthy and environment-related lifestyle behaviours are 

understood to be interlinked and closely tied to values and relational processes 

and influenced by cultural norms (357). Evolving socioecological theories that 

look beyond nested factors to consider how relational processes occur resonate 
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closely with the themes generated by this study and may provide a flexible and 

creative structure within which to develop future research (96*,108*,189*).  

Further research is necessary to examine how established school-based 

actions and policies work in practice and what needs to evolve or change for 

socioecological issues to become embedded in mainstream education in ways 

that improve community agency, empowerment, and wellbeing. Furthermore, 

most of the evidence concerning how healthy and green actions and policies 

can be developed appears to focus on primary education, and there is little work 

that has examined how the progression of knowledge and skills can be 

embedded during other key stages of education. 

4.4.4 Policy and practice implications 

To nurture healthier and more environmentally aware young people, there not 

only needs to be better awareness of the four key rationales for integration but 

also a shared belief in the need for sustained coherence between schools and 

regional and national governance around these rationales. This may facilitate 

progress concerning how multidisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and 

interdisciplinary approaches can address these key issues within existing 

structures and processes. The development of decision-making tools that are 

built according to robust theory and are sufficiently complex to capture and 

explore the range of multilevel factors and disciplinary perspectives required to 

tackle wicked problems may support inter-sectoral working and generate 

healthier and more environmentally sustainable actions and policies in the 

school context. 

Becoming clearer about the justifications for and the aims and goals of 
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socioecological approaches within the broader educational landscape may help 

to innovate practice by expanding what healthy and environmentally aware 

approaches might look like. Alongside this discourse around beliefs and 

purposes, it may also be crucial to challenge assumptions around the indicators 

of progress, impact, and evaluation, in particular which indicators for, or 

assessments of, learning criteria are considered effective and equitable, why 

they are considered effective, and who they benefit. 

Wider evidence around the complexities of how national policy impacts 

educational settings alongside devolutionary processes that seek to shift some 

educational power may allow an expansion of the evidence base to understand 

the role of devolved schools and national policies in school-based health- and 

environment-related action and policy (358,359). For example, understanding 

whether integrated actions and policies have taken place to greater degrees in 

devolutionary settings or because of national policy may highlight which forms 

of governance have contributed to the development of school-based health- and 

environment-related actions and policies.  

4.5 Conclusion 

Drivers of school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies 

appear to be fourfold:  

• An awareness of the urgency of issues related to the environment and 

human health  

• A need for systemic solutions to wicked problems  

• Increased levels of reflective curiosity  
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• A focus on transformative actions. 

A deepening synthesis of the above descriptive factors led to the development 

of two interpretive themes that helped to describe the nature of why integrated 

actions and policies occurred, according to the evidence.  

‘Connected systems’ refers to greater interdisciplinary collaboration occurring 

between regional policymakers and schools, which facilitated innovative 

approaches. This was linked in some cases to processes resulting in increased 

freedoms and flexibilities for local education authorities occurring in various 

settings.  

‘Connected thinking’ describes how the purpose of education may itself be 

integrated with socioecological awareness by integrating the concepts of health 

and environment. Integrated actions and policies were linked to relational 

processes incorporating knowledge-building, skill acquisition, and place-based 

contextual learning. 

Evidence suggests that holistic approaches that seek to reorient whole-school 

culture are most likely to reflect the urgency and systemic nature of the climate 

emergency. Further examination of transformative rationales, including how 

they can be conceptualised and how they might work in practice may be useful. 

Theories that may help to conceptualise school-based integrated health- and 

environment-related actions and policies include salutogenesis, from public 

health (344,360), (eco)sociological theory, from environmental education (64*), 

and conflict transformation, from social science (356). These concepts 

resonated closely with the nature of the evidence, sharing commonalities that 

have so far been overlooked. Further consideration of how these or other 
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concepts may speak to integrated action and policy may be beneficial, due to 

the important function that theory plays in school-based intervention 

(47,50,180,185*).  

Following the investigation of the scope and nature of the evidence identified, 

the next logical step is to better understand how theoretically robust integrated 

approaches work in practice.   
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Chapter 5: Introduction to Enviroschools: an 

interdisciplinary approach that integrates 

health, wellbeing, and environmental 

sustainability in the school context  

5.1 Introduction 

The systematic scoping review and the subsequent thematic synthesis of 

drivers of school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies 

highlighted a particularly good practice example: Enviroschools, an 

interdisciplinary approach that fosters sustainability, wellbeing, and health in the 

New Zealand mainstream school context. This brief chapter provides context for 

the upcoming in-depth empirical study of Enviroschools. The chapter is oriented 

around three points. First, why the evidence points towards taking a closer look 

at this interdisciplinary approach, which integrates health and sustainability. 

Second, a brief overview of New Zealand and its educational context. To 

conclude, the underlying philosophy and aims of Enviroschools are described 

as well as the main ways in which the approach is implemented; this section 

also outlines the key reasons why the approach was chosen as a case study 

that is relevant to the broader research aims of this thesis.  

5.1.1 The role of whole-school approaches in fostering healthy and 

sustainable communities 

Approaches that seek to foster healthier and more environmentally aware 

actions and policies through school settings are thought to have the most 

potential for success when conceptualised and implemented holistically 
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(157,141,209,300). As described in the previous chapter, holistic approaches 

that use a third-space wicked, socioecological or sustainability lens to deepen 

systems thinking and broaden and contextualise issues of health and 

environment appeared to be a tangible and pragmatic way in which whole-

school holistic approaches might be designed, implemented, and evaluated. As 

the most long-standing, influential holistic school approach found in global 

evidence, and an approach which uses a third-space sustainability lens as a 

tool in which to situate action and policy, New Zealand’s Enviroschools initiative 

is an interesting and valuable approach to explore.  

At the time of writing there is little evidence examining how whole-school 

integrated approaches like Enviroschools work in practice; how a sustainability 

lens is interpreted and applied; and what, if any, necessary ingredients or 

processes play a role in implementation. These areas of examination are key to 

better understanding what, if any, aspects of the approach may be transferable 

to other contexts, including outside New Zealand. The in-depth qualitative study 

presented in Chapter 6 examines some of these areas. This study illuminates, 

through in-depth interviews and document analysis, how Enviroschools is 

implemented across a sample of schools drawn from five regions of New 

Zealand.  

5.2 New Zealand context 

New Zealand is split into two main islands (North and South) and several 

smaller islands. The main islands are separated by a body of water called the 

Cook Straight. New Zealand has a range of diverse topographies. Both main 

islands are roughly bisected by mountain ranges and include forest regions, 
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grassy plains, a long coast, extensive inland lakes and fiord lands. Its climate is 

largely temperate, “determined by its latitude, its isolation, and its physical 

characteristics” (361), making farming, particularly dairy and sheep farming on 

the North Island, highly profitable.  

New Zealand has a rich indigenous history, with the first settlers thought to have 

arrived from Polynesia between 1200 and 1300 AD (Smith, 2012). Settlers are 

thought to have discovered New Zealand by canoe “as they explored the 

Pacific, navigating by the ocean currents, winds and stars” (363). The first 

settlers named the body of land Aotearoa, which translates roughly to ‘Long 

White Cloud’ (364). The Dutch explorer Abel Tasman, the first European 

contact, arrived off the coast of New Zealand in December 1642, beginning a 

long, complex, and highly controversial colonisation process led by the British 

(365). This turbulent and repressive period culminated with the signing of the 

Treaty of Waitangi by British and Māori nations in 1840, which superficially 

aimed to ensure that indigenous ownership of land was respected (366). The 

treaty’s legacy and Māori treatment at the hands of colonising forces is still felt 

across New Zealand, causing controversy, systemic policy inequalities, and 

diverse socioeconomic impacts across communities (367–369).  

According to recent census data, approximately 5 million people live in New 

Zealand (370). Māori people represent 15% of the total population (370). The 

Māori population is “expected to grow by 193,000 (or 31 percent) to 818,000 

over the next two decades from 2006 to 2026” (371). 

New Zealand has a complex sociopolitical history. Contemporary New Zealand 

is home to a Labour/Green coalition led by Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern, who 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Abel-Tasman
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at 37 became the youngest female head of state globally and the third female 

prime minister of New Zealand (372). Local governance structures “consist of 

78 local, regional and unitary councils”. Local governing bodies draw legitimacy 

from parliament, operating based on an “electoral mandate provided by 

citizens”. Many regional councils have second-tier or sub-municipal bodies that 

are also elected, known as community boards or local boards. There are 

currently 110 community boards and 21 local boards across New Zealand. The 

average population per council is “approximately 85,000 residents, the range 

between the largest and smallest council extends from 1.44 million residents in 

Auckland to 600 in the Chatham Islands” (373). 

New Zealand and the UK have historically shared similar rates of income 

inequality, which has impacts on non-communicable disease prevalence, 

educational outcomes, and on each government’s capacity and inclination to 

develop effective environmentally sustainable actions and policies (374). In New 

Zealand, the main cause of mortality (89%) is non-communicable diseases, in 

particular cardiovascular diseases and cancers (409), largely mirroring mortality 

rates in the UK (376). 

The most recent data available at the time of writing found that, in terms of 

education, New Zealand compared well with other countries monitored within 

the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ranking 

in the top ten for participation in early childhood education and “scoring 

significantly above the OECD average on assessments for reading, 

mathematical and scientific literacy” (377). The most recently revised national 

curriculum for mainstream education was implemented in 2007 alongside 

national curriculum assessment objectives. The national curriculum includes a 
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‘future focus’ as one of its key principles. This guides schools towards 

incorporating an engagement with sustainability and its role in shaping 

tomorrow’s society. “Ecological sustainability which includes care for the 

environment” as well as “innovation, inquiry, and curiosity, by thinking critically, 

creatively, and reflectively” also feature (378).  

5.3 Enviroschools 

The Toimata Foundation’s Enviroschools initiative seeks to foster greater levels 

of environmental sustainability and wellbeing by transforming the school context 

(233). The Toimata Foundation is a charitable trust focused on creative 

sustainability, with two primary programmes: Enviroschools, “an action-based 

education programme where young people plan, design and implement 

sustainability projects and become catalysts for change”, and ‘Te Aho Tū Roa’, 

a “programme in te reo Māori working with kōhanga/puna reo, kura, wharekura 

and communities that embraces Māori culture, language and wisdom” (379). 

The approach grew out of interdisciplinary engagement across regional 

governance, design, architecture, environment, and education, initiated by the 

Brundtland Commission into Sustainable Development (177), which developed 

momentum among UN member states during the Rio Climate Summit in 1992. 

Beginning with just three schools in the Hamilton area of the North Island in 

1992, the Enviroschools approach is being implemented across more than 

1,000 early years, primary, and secondary schools throughout New Zealand 

(233). With 2,536 state, state-integrated, and private schools in New Zealand 

(380), the proportion of schools engaged with the Enviroschools approach is 

sizeable.  
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Enviroschools is supported by charitable and regional governance funding, 

making it free to join for interested schools. The initiative aims to support 

schools to develop healthier and more environmentally aware communities via 

the application of a sustainability lens across action, policies, and practices. 

Trained facilitators work alongside schools and help to generate and share 

resources as well as organise a diverse range of networking and training events 

(280,336). The approach provides a flexible and adaptable socioecological 

systems framework for the school to operate within. The approach uses a 

comprehensive range of creative empowerment tools so that schools, with the 

support of a facilitator, can develop and implement a bespoke vision of 

sustainability and wellbeing that speaks to their communities and local 

environment (233,255). This vision is then deconstructed into parts and 

incrementally put into place via utilisation of an action learning cycle 

methodology. More about this disaggregation and the cycles of change utilised 

by the approach is discussed in this chapter and Chapter 6.  

5.3.1 Kaupapa (philosophy) 

The Enviroschools kaupapa, a nuanced Māori concept of philosophy (381), 

outlines the five key aims of the approach.  

• Empowered Students are enabled to participate in meaningful ways in 

the life of their early childhood centre or school. Their unique 

perspectives are valued for the knowledge and insight that they bring, 

and they are supported to act for real change. 

• Learning for Sustainability recognises the types of teaching and 

learning that use connecting experiences to develop holistic and 
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ecological perspectives, foster student enquiry, decision-making, action 

and reflection, and create sustainable outcomes. 

• Māori Perspectives honour the status of tangata whenua (people of the 

land) and the value of indigenous knowledge and wisdoms in enriching 

and guiding learning and action. 

• Respect for the Diversity of People and Cultures acknowledges the 

unique gifts, contributions, and perspectives of individuals and groups, 

reinforcing the value of participatory decision-making and collaborative 

action. 

• Sustainable Communities act in ways that nurture people and nature, 

now and in the future, to maintain the health and viability of our 

environment, society, culture, and economy (382) 

5.3.2 The journey of Enviroschools 

The notion in the kaupapa of empowerment facilitates both collective and 

individual action as well as a flexibility that leads schools towards fostering their 

own healthy and sustainable journey. The following outline of the stages of an 

example Enviroschool journey aims to give an overview of typical actions, 

policies, and processes that schools may take. These concepts are drawn from 

the Enviroschools toolkit provided to participating schools.  

The initial stages (bronze level) 

Schools have approached the Enviroschools organisation about taking part. 

When capacity allows, they are assigned a regional facilitator, access to a local 

network of teachers already using the approach, and online and physical 

resources. A lead Enviro-teacher or teachers set up an Enviro-group that begins 



   

 

138 

 

thinking (in collaboration with children who want to take part) about 

sustainability, including what it is, how it can be conceptualised, and how it 

manifests in the school context. The group actively explores its school 

environment and identifies problems relating to sustainability issues; members 

of the group brainstorm and research what healthy and green actions and 

policies can be put in place to adapt to or mitigate a specific problem. The 

Enviro-group begins taking actions and shares its learning with the wider 

school. General conversations around the kaupapa and the school’s 

underpinning values begin, alongside awareness and reflection across the 

wider community.  

Embedding the approach (silver level) 

Healthy, green policies have been implemented (often related to waste, 

recycling, and conservation). The wider school community begins taking part in 

collaborative action (this might be evident through teachers beginning to use 

sustainability themes in planning, for example). School grounds are being 

developed to become healthier and greener (worm farms, gardens, predator 

captures, and endemic planting). Schools often reach out to the local 

community, including Māori communities, to develop collaborative learning 

opportunities that enrich understanding and respect for cultural diversity; 

schools also teach children about conceptualisations of health, wellbeing, and 

sustainability beyond the common tropes found in Westernised cultures. 

Schools might develop community gardens, generate more teaching and 

learning through a sustainability lens, and learn about Māori storytelling around 

wellbeing, health, and nature. 
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Developing deep learning (gold level) 

As with the bronze and silver levels, schools functioning at the gold level are 

unlikely to look the same, although some general principles will likely be 

reflected in all of them. At a whole-school level, a sustainability lens is applied to 

decisions and planning. Systems and groups throughout the school apply an 

action learning cycle to develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills. 

Schools will be more nature-friendly but, depending on resources, might not 

have changed a great deal physically. The changes will be evident in the 

attitudes, actions, and behaviours of children and staff, who may use words 

such as ‘healthier’, ‘greener’, ‘connected’, and ‘empowered’ to describe how 

they feel in relation to implementation. This is often visible through the actions 

of the students, staff, and the wider community that reflect not only local issues 

but also connections to national and global issues.  

There are various evaluations at each step on a school’s Enviroschool journey, 

and these may include a combination of subjective assessments, discussions, 

observation, and surveys. Teachers and children are supported to explore 

progress through reflective discussions, which can be facilitated by 

Enviroschools staff. There is no financial or instrumental incentive to progress: 

schools decide, with the guidance of a facilitator, what level they think they are 

working at and why. They can stay at one level indefinitely, or can move back 

as well as forward, remaining flexible.  

5.3.3 Impacts, evaluation, and recognition 

At the time of writing, the author is aware of two empirical studies of 

Enviroschools. The first examines implementation in a case study school 
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located in the outskirts of Dunedin on the South Island. This study takes an 

holistic, constructivist approach in its research methods to explore how the 

approach can facilitate “better health, well-being and identity” (336). The 

research suggests that there may be value in integrating alternative ways of 

thinking about health, wellbeing, sustainability, and lifestyle. Integration of 

indigenous perspectives, for example, which the Enviroschools approach 

advocates, was found to be a useful way of generating health- and wellbeing-

related conversations that sparked creativity and metaphorical and systems 

thinking, which could generate deep learning around the nature of sustainability 

as a concept as well as a practical tool.  

Jackson’s study also found value in drawing on conceptual models of health 

that are connected to an individual school’s local environment and wider 

community. These findings resonate with wider studies in the body of evidence 

relating to health-promoting schools (discussed in detail in Chapter 2), which 

found strong heterogeneity among cultures of health in schools. This cultural 

heterogeneity in the way in which health was conceptualised made generalising 

how promotion works challenging (24).  

This was also the case in Jackson’s case study. While participant accounts 

shared some similar features of what makes the Enviroschools approach 

effective, such as the community itself unpacking what community means 

beyond the case study site, it is somewhat challenging to predict outcomes 

based on these subjective findings (336). Schools may share similarities, but 

place and what a connection to place looks and feels like across schools may 

be very different in different contexts. However, Jackson notes that by fostering, 

building, and exploring connection to local place, situated narratives around 
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place, health, and belonging can be constructed. These narratives, Jackson 

argues, can be enriched by engaging community volunteers, whose knowledge 

and expertise can help schools to co-construct what it means to be healthy and 

sustainable to them (336). Wider research has similarly found that creative 

narrative approaches can provide a valuable way of connecting children to 

nature among communities of schools with cultural heterogeneity 

(211,229,104).  

A second study outlines the background and development of education for 

sustainability in New Zealand. The author explores how the Enviroschools 

approach is thought to benefit schools through creative learning opportunities 

and the building of community, as well as several other social and 

environmental benefits. In addition to noting the benefits, elements of how 

implementation works are touched on, with Williams finding that fostering 

regional partnerships was an important area that tied into the overall impact and 

potential of the approach in widening and deepening its reach (280).  

The Toimata Foundation has also published a range of evaluative surveys and 

empirical studies associated with the approach. The Foundation also provides 

opportunities for schools to share activities, progress, and ideas in various 

ways, including via online platforms and visual printed media (233,242). Further 

examples of the healthy and sustainable actions and policies schools have 

undertaken as part of their Enviroschools journeys can be found on the 

Enviroschools website (https://enviroschools.org.nz/). 

Considering the above and in order to meet the exploratory aims of the thesis 

more broadly, the Enviroschools approach provides a potentially rich case study 

https://enviroschools.org.nz/
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of how health and environment might be integrated to meaningful effect within 

the school context. The approach was also chosen as a case study for several 

reasons. First, it is a whole-school approach; this resonates with the findings 

that emerged from the scoping review, which indicate that whole-school 

approaches were likely to generate impacts as they encompass place, people, 

and pedagogy. As the approach itself has been implemented in an increasing 

number of schools over a twenty-year period, many of those involved may likely 

have a range of varied experiences and could provide insights into what works 

in Enviroschools implementation, for whom, and in which context. Moreover, the 

approach is informed by sociological systems theory and is holistic, drawing on 

indigenous perspectives to enrich and expand thinking. This is, on the one 

hand, unique, but on the other hand, it also potentially captures the essence of 

‘connected systems’ and ‘connected thinking’ described in Chapter 4’s thematic 

synthesis. The approach appears to propose a more holistic representation of 

schools as complex adaptive systems. Exploring how the approach navigates 

this representation on a day-to-day implementation level would potentially 

provide a useful contribution to this emerging area of the literature.  

5.3.4 Current stage of implementation and the future 

In 2019, Enviroschools undertook a year-long reflection period in preparation for 

the programme’s 20th anniversary. This reflection period involved members of 

the organisation and participating schools undertaking a series of discussions 

around how to continue to evolve and adapt. This coincided with the period of 

fieldwork which forms the structure for the subsequent chapter. The period of 

fieldwork involved visits to several Enviroschools; these visits were invaluable 
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for observing how implementation works for different school communities 

across diverse contexts. I was also able to take part in a day-long reflective Hui 

(social gathering) of facilitators across the wider Wellington region, where I 

learned more about the structure of the organisation and observed reflections 

and discussion. In the following chapter, I describe the qualitative empirical 

study I undertook in detail, breaking down the methodology, data collection, and 

subsequent constructivist analysis process.  
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Chapter 6: Process and practice in New Zealand 

Enviroschools: a case study of integrating 

health, wellbeing, and environmental 

sustainability in the school context  

6.1 Background 

An exploratory study was designed to explore how the Enviroschools approach 

is operationalised and experienced by those closely involved. Within the scope 

of this study, I examined the conditions, factors, and processes that shape 

implementation across a range of stakeholder perspectives throughout various 

contexts across New Zealand.  

Insights into the processes that support implementation and outcomes are 

explored and analysed using an interpretivist research paradigm, which offers 

only one perspective about key aspects of the approach (the researcher’s) 

(383). However, by staying close to the data throughout the analysis and 

presentation of the findings, the study also offers unique insights and voices 

that express the lived experiences of participants across different Enviroschools 

communities.  

6.2 Methods  

6.2.1 Design 

This research seeks to understand the social structures and processes 

(77,78,156) involved in implementing the Enviroschools approach. Semi-

structured interviews were used to gain understanding of subjective meanings 
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and the lived experiences of teachers, facilitators, and the national team of staff 

who work for and within the organisation (384). The key research aims were 

designed to explore the processes and practices associated with implementing 

an interdisciplinary approach to fostering sustainable health and environments 

via the school setting. The overarching research question was as follows: 

What conditions, factors, or processes play a role in implementation 

across school contexts according to individual experience? 

This case study provides a novel insight into the Enviroschools organisation by 

eliciting the experiences of stakeholders with a range of experiences of and 

connections to implementation. At the time of writing, the author was not aware 

of any other study that has examined the conditions which support 

implementation of an integrated health and environmental agenda within the 

school context. This makes this exploratory study a novel contribution to the 

existing evidence base concerning integrated approaches to health and 

environmental awareness in the school setting.  

The interviews aimed to elicit the beliefs, practices, and contextual factors that 

play a role for individuals and school structures in implementing the 

Enviroschools approach. The study utilises a pragmatic paradigm and a 

constructivist methodology, as the key aim was to construct an understanding of 

what works about the Enviroschools approach, for whom, and in which context 

(327,385,386).  

As schools are dynamic and multifaceted settings, the study was not interested 

in generalisations but in inductively developing a constructivist understanding of 

people’s lived experiences associated with the implementation of the 
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Enviroschools approach. I was conscious of critiques concerning the subjective 

nature of qualitative case studies because of the effect of potential biases, so 

rather than attempting to exclude human factors, I aimed to transparently 

communicate the conceptual framework that I developed and reflexively assess 

any underlying biases throughout the process of design, data collection, and 

analysis (387). 

Like the studies presented in Chapters 3 and 4, which explored the existing 

evidence and reviewed motivations for integrated approaches, I chose to apply 

a socioecological lens for this qualitative study. Generally, engagement with 

socioecological systems theories shares broad propositions across public 

health and environmentally sustainable policy. These propositions generally 

perceive health to be influenced by a range of social, environmental, and 

cultural factors (23,44). Therefore, a strength of socioecological perspectives 

lies in helping to structure the social determinants of health within individual and 

collective systems. In terms of health promotion and the school setting, this lens 

has so far generated greater awareness of how health and wellbeing can be 

achieved by exploring the synergies that exist between these systems 

(44,41,147). 

The Enviroschools approach implements an interdisciplinary conceptualisation 

of sustainability, which integrates facets of wellbeing, health, environment, and 

social cohesion (233). Hence it was necessary to be intentionally broad in the 

application of socioecological theory to situate narrative accounts. In this study I 

am guided most strongly by Stanger’s adapted (eco)sociological model (see 

Chapter 4). This model builds on the structures commonly attributed to 

Bronfenbrenner’s work around socioecological systems thinking and child 
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development (44,135). Bronfenbrenner’s structure, or framework, supports an 

examination of factors that influence health by focusing on how an individual 

child, via interaction with environmental, social, and cultural factors, is 

understood to experience a variety of changeable and adaptive determinants of 

health and wellbeing throughout childhood. Stanger’s model adapts this thinking 

by including a greater focus on how ecological and other non-human factors 

influence and are influenced by environmental, social, and cultural factors (140). 

The more recent critique and adaptation of sociological theory by Stanger (140) 

may function to challenge existing beliefs and behaviours in relation to the 

environment and human health. Stanger’s developments of the socioecological 

model to incorporate greater environmental equality and social processes 

enabled me to draw some critical perspectives on the ways in which actions and 

policies (such as those undertaken in the Enviroschools approach). These 

critical perspectives were helpful in distinguishing the elements of practice that 

emerged from across participant narratives (201). 

In addition to drawing on adapted sociological theory, in this study I was also 

interested in how participant experiences resonated with Sterling’s pragmatic 

model of paradigm change for “sustainable education” (7,48,388) and the four 

strands of thinking that delineate the boundaries of this paradigm: 

• Sustaining – it helps sustain people, communities, and ecosystems 

• Tenable – it is ethically defensible, working with integrity, justice, respect, 

and inclusiveness 

• Healthy – it is itself an adaptive, viable system, embodying and nurturing 

healthy relationships and emergence at different system levels 
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• Durable – it works well enough in practice to be able to keep doing it yet 

is a learning system. (389) 

The above points offer a useful guide for situating whether the actions and 

policies associated with Enviroschools implementation share similarities or 

differences with the points proposed by Sterling’s paradigm.  

Drawing on a flexible and dynamic (eco)sociological model (140), a 

transformative educational paradigm may be useful in several ways. For 

example, in relation to exploring how the approach fits with current educational 

paradigms found in the broader New Zealand educational and policy landscape 

may help to establish whether and how a transformative paradigm such as 

those that resonate with Sterling’s vision for sustainable education (like 

Enviroschools) can work when they are at odds with the common education 

tropes of social and cultural political systems. This may help to navigate where 

the approach may come up against challenges that affect design and 

implementation.  

Sterling’s conceptual work around a paradigm for sustainable education can 

also be examined by exploring how well it speaks to current practice that has 

been shown to be impactful for school communities. Sterling’s concept may 

help to situate and explain some of the participants’ experiences, helping to 

better understand implementation and the factors associated with it. In view of 

the longevity of the approach, exploring the role of resilience may be particularly 

useful (48).  

In addition to the primary lens applied broadly in the research in this thesis (i.e. 

socioecological systems), consideration of the concepts found to resonate most 
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closely with the drivers and application of theory discussed in Chapter 4 

supports a broader and deeper inquiry in this chapter. This includes considering 

how drivers, rationales, and concepts across efficiency, instrumental, and 

transformative spectrums are discussed and interpreted (340,348), as well as 

how theories of conflict transformation (356), theories of health promotion such 

as salutogenesis (345), and (eco) sociological theories (45) may help to make 

sense of the participant narratives.  

These additional theories and concepts, which share many constructive 

similarities and differences with socioecological constructs, such as those 

proposed by Bronfenbrenner (44) and Stanger (140), are woven into various 

parts of the study to situate participant narratives. Consideration of these 

constructs and concepts in relation to the data helped to develop some nascent 

questions and provided a structure within which to explain and contextualise 

commonalities and unique differences across participant experiences. 

6.2.2 Setting and participants 

To robustly explore the beliefs, practices, and contextual factors that influence 

implementation, a range of stakeholders were interviewed. This purposive 

sample of research participants included national and regional coordinators, 

who take a high-level organisational overview, regional facilitators who work 

directly with schools in a supporting role, and designated Enviroschools lead 

teachers. Participants were also drawn from a range of localities (both urban 

and rural), and from a range of socioeconomic areas. A snowball sampling 

technique, following suggestions from interviewees for further relevant 

participants, was used to arrive at this purposive sample by the end of the data 
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collection period (390). For a detailed sample breakdown, please see Table 4.  

By the time that the study had concluded, interviews had been conducted with a 

diverse range of participants who had been associated with the organisation for 

various lengths of time, including from the original conception of the approach in 

the early 1990s. The participants had a range of direct experience in urban and 

rural communities across early years, primary, and secondary settings. Primary 

schools were the most represented settings, which reflects the general uptake 

of the approach being highest in the primary sector.  

Participants were drawn from five main regions across the North Island and the 

South Island. In the North Island, these regions included Auckland and the 

surrounding areas; Hawkes Bay; Wellington and the surrounding areas, 

Table 23 Sample breakdown 

 



   

 

151 

 

including the nearby city of Porirua and the wider northern region of Wairarapa; 

and the Hamilton area, the city in which the organisational headquarters are 

based. In the South Island, the regions included in the case study sample were 

Christchurch and the surrounding area, as well as Marlborough (390).  
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Figure 34 Wellington and the surrounding area. © 2021 Rachel Proctor 
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6.2.3 Fieldwork 

The fieldwork central to this study took place in August 2019 and involved 

extensive networking with Enviroschools stakeholders before, during, and after 

the visit. Pre-fieldwork, this involved undertaking several design tasks 

(discussed more as the methods section progresses) and preparation tasks, 

including facilitating early email introductions with Enviroschools stakeholders 

from within the national team and with those acting in regional coordinator roles. 

This was followed by negotiating permission to undertake the study and have 

access to participating schools. Once in New Zealand, I established 

professional relationships with members of the national team via introductory 

meetings, both face-to-face and online, and discussed the purpose and scope 

of the study as well as additional boundaries.  

These boundaries were a negotiation between my own integrity as a researcher 

in relation to the research design, aims, and professional tasks and the 

boundaries of the Enviroschools stakeholders. Many of these boundaries 

reflected mutual understanding between the parties involved and focused on a 

shared belief that the research would be most valuable and revealing if 

participants felt supported to voice criticisms of or frustrations with the approach 

as well as positive experiences of it. This would be facilitated by careful prompts 

in terms of asking whether any barriers had been experienced, even if a 

participant appeared at first to be solely positive (although it was also important 

that I did not push or attempt to lead participants in any way). I would be tasked 

with skilfully probing and extending responses, attempting to ask tactful, open 

questions to search for the rich descriptions that would be most valuable to the 

analysis process.  
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The period of fieldwork correlated with the Enviroschools year of reflection to 

commemorate twenty years of implementation. Considering this, and after 

sharing my interview guide, one additional question was agreed upon which 

asked participants how they would like to be supported moving forward. As this 

correlated with the broad research aims of the study, I included the question. 

This early collaboration and negotiation gave the study participatory elements in 

both design and implementation.  

The participatory elements strengthened the study by ensuring that the 

research findings were not only useful and of interest to me and the audience 

my thesis research wishes to inform but would also be useful and valuable to 

the Enviroschools community in its widest sense by helping to inform and grow 

the understanding of community experiences across diverse regions. The 

Enviroschools organisation, in support of the study’s aims and because it was 

keen to share and learn from the study findings, offered a half day release to 

teachers who agreed to be interviewed. As interviews usually took under an 

hour, the remaining time remained their own, and could be used to work on 

Enviroschools-related actions and policies within their school and community. 

Once the scope, access, and other boundaries relating to my study had been 

negotiated, I was invited to attend a facilitator training day in the wider 

Wellington region that enabled me to gain first-hand experience of how the 

structures of the organisation work, as well as being able to network and 

informally chat with facilitators and learn more about their roles and 

experiences. I also began visiting schools and continued to do so for the 

remainder of the month of fieldwork. I organised these visits via my increasingly 

broad network of Enviroschools facilitators and teachers.  
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These visits served several valuable purposes. They often involved a guided 

tour of the school and an explanation of the types of actions and policies they 

had in place, including how they worked and what was involved in implementing 

and sustaining the approach. These first-hand explanations were provided by 

members of the school’s Enviroschools council, including children and lead 

Enviroschools teachers. These visits enabled me to gain a more in-depth 

understanding of the philosophy and principles underpinning the Enviroschools 

approach and to get a sense of what the approach meant for school 

communities on a personal level. These visits, observations, and informal 

conversations became an invaluable part of a process of immersion into the 

Enviroschools culture. Although it was not an immersion in the sense of a 

researcher undertaking ethnographic methods of research, these visits and 

encounters with teachers and children enabled a richer contextual 

understanding to develop. This contextual understanding could then be drawn 

on to add a depth and robustness to the analysis process. 

In-depth recorded interviews took place in person in the school environment; in 

a public place convenient to the participant, such as an office building, a 

regional council premises, or a café; over a web-based platform in New Zealand 

during August 2019; or online after I returned to the UK in September 2019. The 

interviews were undertaken in person and online with 26 participants (10 

facilitators and 16 teachers and head teachers involved with Enviroschools). A 

predesigned topic guide (see Appendix 4) was used as a starting point, but as a 

flexible tool rather than a predefined instrument. The main research questions 

provided points of exploration; however, the interviews were semi-structured, 

and the topic guide was loose and flexible. Interview data (relating to at least 



   

 

156 

 

two facilitators and or teachers) was collected from across more than six 

regions. The primary research questions were as follows: 

• According to the experiences of participants, how is Enviroschools 

implemented? 

• Do any factors or processes facilitate implementation, and if so, how? 

• Do any factors or processes act as obstacles to implementation, and if 

so, how? 

• How does Enviroschools impact on the school context? 

• Where and how do you see Enviroschools implementation developing in 

the future? 

6.2.4 Analysis 

The study was largely inductive, with some deductive elements. For example, I 

used socioecological systems as a lens through which to make sense of the 

participants’ experiences. I also developed a broad topic guide that would help 

me to structure interviews in such a way that participants were both supported 

and signposted to reflect on the key exploratory question of how the processes 

and practices involved in implementation work across different settings. The 

loose topic guide, which was designed to retain the flexibility to adjust and go 

with participant interest to some extent, enabled elements of the approach to 

also be inductive and open to unforeseen ideas. The interview guide was 

developed in several stages, including early piloting with academic colleagues 

from the European Centre for Environment and Human Health and the 

University of Exeter College of Medicine and Health Ethics Committee, and later 

with senior members of the Enviroschools team in an early gatekeeper 
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collaboration meeting to ensure Enviroschools stakeholder opinions and 

perceptions were included.  

This study carries out a reflexive thematic analysis of the data (318), which 

involves the following three key steps: inductive free coding of the data; 

collating codes into descriptive categories; and discursive development of 

conceptual themes that offer novel insight or interpretation. Themes were not 

passively discovered but actively crafted (319) in an iterative and reflexive 

process that provided a comprehensive and coherent analysis of the data rather 

than an “identification of a decontextualized pre-existing truth”. 

Document analysis has also been proposed as a useful way to gain further 

contextual insight via a systematic process of reflection when generating the 

conceptual themes (391). In light of how incorporating relevant documents into 

analysis may illuminate contextual detail and strengthen the trustworthiness of 

the conceptual claims, the Enviroschools toolkit (a large resource provided to 

schools at the beginning of their journey (233)), parts of the New Zealand 

curriculum (378), and the Environmental Education for Sustainability Strategy 

and Action Plan 2017-2021 (392) were also incorporated into the analysis 

process and triangulated with participants’ narratives where relevant.  

This triangulation involved utilising the documents in two ways. First, as a basic 

cross-referencing resource, which helped to contextualise terminology and 

provide a more detailed description of policy or curricula mentioned by 

participants. Second, the documents made a conceptual contribution to the 

study. This occurred via a process of manual line-by-line coding of relevant 

sections of the documents. These observational codes were collated into 



   

 

158 

 

descriptive categories leading to the generation of conceptual themes. These 

themes were then assessed for commonalities, differences, and patterns in 

relation to participant data to add additional contextual detail to participants’ 

descriptions (391).  

The structure was iteratively performed and developed alongside analysis of the 

interview data. During this process I was particularly interested in how the initial 

concepts generated from the interview data were either confirmed 

(strengthened) or contradicted (weakened) by the themes developing from the 

thematic analysis of the documents. As Farmer et al. propose, triangulating 

document analysis with interview data enables a deeper interrogation of 

“completeness, convergence, and dissonance of key themes” (393). This 

process strengthened the robustness of the conceptual claims by providing an 

additional depth of insight that helped to uncover meanings and develop 

contextual understanding when cross-referenced with participant narratives. 

In the final write-up, the document analysis formed the basis of the description 

of the context in the previous chapter, including the timeline of inception, 

implementation, and key points, as well as grounding and ‘sense-making’ 

findings from the interview analysis.  

The process of managing the data was assisted by analysis software; three out 

of twenty-six transcripts were double-coded by an additional member of the 

research team using a free-coding approach. The codes were then compared, 

and similarities, differences, contradictions, and biases were discussed until 

consensus regarding interpretations and loose definitions of descriptive labels 

was reached. Consensus was reached by reflexive discussion only; no inter-
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reliability formula was used. An audit trail of reflections and steps taken was 

maintained by both coders to record the process. 

6.2.5 Ethics 

Ethical approval was awarded by relevant bodies in both the UK (University of 

Exeter College of Medicine and Health; approval reference Aug19/D/177Δ1) 

and New Zealand (Health and Disability Ethics Committee). The committee in 

New Zealand (394) confirmed that no further ethics approval was required to 

undertake the research in New Zealand (Appendix 1). Informed verbal and 

written consent was obtained from all participants. They were provided with a 

comprehensive information sheet before being asked to consent to taking part 

in the study (Appendix 5). 

6.3 Findings and discussion 

Three conceptual themes were developed from participant narratives: 

• Relationships with others 

• Relationships with environments 

• Relationships with oneself 

Relationships were a strong theme across participant experiences and captured 

the processes and practices associated with the Enviroschools approach 

effectively, including how the approach could be conceptualised, justified, and 

implemented in schools. Relationships appeared to also be key to the 

development and facilitation of the approach over time. The conceptual theme 

of relationships can help us to see how the environment, community, and 

values all come together as integrated features of the approach.  
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An important distinction to make from the outset concerns situating how 

participants interpreted and contextualised these relationships. Relationships 

were actively crafted, and meaning was co-created by way of interaction with a 

range of influencing factors. The ways in which participants described how 

relationships developed through the approach resonated with processes related 

to the development of behaviour change as a relational process and included 

engagement with curiosity, exploration, and negotiation. Relationships with 

environments, others, and the self were negotiated throughout implementation, 

and hence each theme is structured according to a particular period of time, 

specifically according to whether they were described as occurring during 

formative periods of implementation, during general periods of growth and 

embedding, or whether they occurred after longer periods of implementation, 

such as when schools were moving towards silver or gold accreditation and 

were sustaining the approach. These time periods are presented under the 

subheadings ‘forming’ and ‘sustaining,’ with each subheading helping to 

structure the discussion around each theme.  

Although the themes are distinct, invariably there are some crossovers between 

themes; for example, some processes involving others impacted relationships 

with oneself, and vice versa. This is a characteristic of the complexity and 

richness of the processes and practices described by participants. These 

crossovers are untangled as much as possible in the following narrative, 

although some crossovers remain.  
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6.3.1 Relationships with others: communication and collaboration 

Key points: 

➢ Nurturing relationships with diverse partners was crucial for cultivating 

a climate of curiosity about the actions schools could take and the 

policies they could adopt to foster wellbeing and sustainability. 

➢ Bringing together different perspectives helped to develop a holistic 

understanding of the nature of sustainability, enabling a shared ‘deep’ 

vision for the potential of Enviroschools across environments and 

society to be developed. 

➢ Relationships across policy levels helped to develop cohesion 

between agendas in school-based health and sustainability spaces. 

Collaboration between the Ministry of Education and Department of 

Conservation, for example, enabled a clear message about the 

multifaceted dimensions of sustainability to be communicated to 

schools. 

➢ Forming and sustaining relationships between those involved in 

implementation occurred iteratively over time. Having allocated and 

guided reflection time strengthened relationships by facilitating 

connections and learning opportunities that revealed or constructed 

connections between structures, actions, and policies within the 

school context that helped or hindered the progress of sustainability. 
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Forming relationships with others 

Figure 9 shows how relationships were crafted between different groups in the 

Enviroschools approach. The graphic is iterative and represents the non-linear 

and co-constructive nature of relationships that the approach forms, fosters, and 

sustains over time. 

In the formative years of the Enviroschools approach in the early 1990s, 

nurturing relationships across diverse sectors and partners was described as 

crucial for cultivating a climate of curiosity about the actions schools could take 

and the policies schools could adopt to foster sustainability. This climate helped 

to generate an underlying ethos of democratic principles, collective approaches, 

and collaborative learning which helped to shape the subsequent development 

of Enviroschools as an interdisciplinary and holistic approach integrating 

Figure 35 Representation of relationships with others 
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education, design, environmental sustainability, school leadership, and 

wellbeing.  

As one member of the national team explained:  

[S]ustainability was this holistic thing but then when you looked at the 

way other people talked about it back then, it got quite narrowed 

down. From a Māori perspective lots of stuff about the different 

aspects of the person comes in, so that person is a physical being, a 

spiritual being and health and connection is woven through the 

concepts of sustainability. Then one of the early teachers who came 

on board had a real instinct for genuine children’s participation and 

that became a strong theme for us too. You know, how do you 

enable children to genuinely participate and then also we started to 

look around and go, well okay, we need to start from that bicultural 

approach and honour the indigenous perspectives and also there are 

more and more other cultures coming into our country and we need 

to look at what is diversity, what valuing a diversity of cultures 

actually means here as well. So, I think we were unpacking these 

things as we were going and as we were noticing what was 

happening in schools and probably, we were all drawing from our 

previous experiences in our lives as well and our own understanding 

of sustainability. (Participant U, National Team) 

Nurturing curiosity around how various perspectives problematise and approach 

issues related to health, wellbeing, and sustainability enabled a broader and 

more nuanced interpretation to develop around how Enviroschools might 

conceptualise sustainability in relation to the school setting. This collaborative 

process was described as expanding people’s understanding of sustainability 

as a multifaceted concept by drawing on a wide range of stakeholders with 

varying expertise. Nurturing relationships with collaborative partners was crucial 
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for cultivating a climate of curiosity about the actions schools could take and the 

policies schools could adopt to foster wellbeing and sustainability. Collaboration 

between the Ministry of Education and the Department of Conservation, for 

example, enabled a clear message about the multifaceted dimensions of 

sustainability to be communicated to schools, and Enviroschools could gain 

momentum as a result. 

These connections subsequently helped the Enviroschools organisation to 

develop more comprehensive actions and policies than might otherwise have 

been cultivated via single rather than interconnected concepts, such as focusing 

on one aspect of sustainability, for example ‘human health’ or ‘environmental 

education.’ 

In the early days in our group, we had... so we had people with an 

education background, we had people with a facilitation background, 

people with a sustainable agriculture background, environmental 

architecture background and I think that multidisciplinary 

conversation that we kept having was really useful. …For us 

everybody’s got something to learn and something to teach in this 

journey of sustainability and that’s kind of the way we, that’s the way 

we did it amongst ourselves and it’s the way we try to scaffold the 

learning journey in schools as well. (Participant U, National Team) 

Through contextual examples, such as those above, participants explained how 

early discussion across sectors and disciplines developed into interdisciplinary 

action and policy in relation to the school context.  

These examples speak in many ways to arguments across wider literature that 

call for a transformative paradigm shift in education to truly provide the optimum 

context in which to equip young people with the skills necessary to thrive in an 
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unpredictable future. In relation to education, for example, Sharp argues that 

transformative change needs to go beyond “established notions of learning as 

outcomes of psychological orientation and social context,” and must expand to 

integrate other frames of thinking, including dynamic processes of resiliency 

and adaptation (193). Similarly, theories of transformative learning and 

ecological systems thinking have become more prominent within some 

discourses. This is particularly evident in relation to thinking about the nature of 

sustainability, including thinking about blind spots in relation to sustainability, 

and what the nature of a broader paradigm change (a change that might help to 

absorb current rates of environmental degradation through facilitating re-

generative opportunities) might be (77,299).  

Homer-Dixon reasons that education for all in the Anthropocene will require a 

development of the prospective mind (395), that is, a way of contextualising 

knowledge and applying skills through action. Curiosity, the acknowledgement 

of vulnerabilities, and critical awareness are key conditions for building the 

transformative thinking necessary to equip young people with transferrable skills 

for the future (396). These dimensions require a balance between teaching the 

fundamental concepts and content associated with innovation, such as science, 

engineering, ethics, and the expressive arts, and teaching in a context that 

creates meaning, empathy, and connection between people.  

Teachers described how Enviroschool facilitators (the programme training, 

education, and guidance providers) were instrumental for schools. The 

programme facilitators’ role was evidently diverse, encompassing a dynamic 

skill set. Teachers described how facilitators provided knowledge and advice 

concerning those they could reach out to for support with teaching various 
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activities, such as growing flowers, fruits and vegetables, the processes 

involved in trapping invasive species, or the principles of conservation. 

Crucially, among teacher perspectives, facilitators were viewed as sounding 

boards from which to flesh out ideas for engaging children in processes that 

contextualised their learning, empowering children to take ownership of their 

learning, and developing skills associated with teamwork. 

Participant narratives described curiosity, collaboration, vulnerability, and active 

listening as necessary conditions for developing an enriching framework in 

which to develop alongside schools’ usual curricula. One head teacher 

explained:  

[I]t’s our way of trying to engage with things like thinking through a 

problem, working together as a group, making an action plan, 

following through on the action plan, and reflecting, all those things… 

I think the kids grow I think from doing it. (Participant S, Head 

teacher) 

Conditions that participants attributed to the role of relationships with others 

during implementation can be explained in further detail by the body of literature 

concerning ‘action learning’ that has developed over recent decades 

(160,397,398). This literature suggests that thinking about and ‘identifying a 

problem’, ‘planning,’ ‘taking action,’ and ‘undertaking reflection’ act collectively 

to deepen learning and strengthen criticality among people working towards 

shared aims. This fits to some extent into Sterling’s paradigm framework for 

‘sustainable education’ (48), which provides an example of a paradigm shift 

within which educators can undertake learning, actions, policies, and practices 

that avoid reducing or separating out knowledge. This paradigm shift 
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conceptualises a way of looking at the world that can acknowledge the 

strengths and commonalities between rationalism and constructivism while 

being empowered to challenge differences and weaknesses, enabling 

educational systems to practically assess appropriate ways to address wicked 

problems through relational lens’ and thereby instilling systems with the 

potential to transform outcomes around sustainability and human health (48).  

One of the underlying threads in relation to Sterling’s thinking that maybe 

beneficial for policymakers, educators, and wider members of the school 

context is a commitment to a culture of criticality. Sterling describes a culture of 

criticality as a culture in which education is reflective of global issues and the 

ever-changing pressures and realities for planetary health during the 

Anthropocene (48). When situating participant narratives within the broader 

educational context in New Zealand, there are several indications that New 

Zealand’s wider educational system has been in a process of incremental 

change inspired by a culture of criticality over the past twenty years. This 

process of change appeared to have impacted the Enviroschools 

implementation in several ways. For example, the interview participants 

described curriculum developments, which can also be viewed as relationships 

with others in terms of policymakers and governance, as both facilitators of and 

barriers to embedding the sustainability lens advocated by Enviroschools. 

The New Zealand national curriculum for primary and secondary schools 

implemented from 2007 included a proposal for continual revision and 

adaptation in light of populations becoming increasingly diverse, technologies 

more sophisticated, and the demands of the workplace more complex (378). 

The New Zealand curriculum appears distinct from that of other nations (such 
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as the UK) in several explicit and implicit ways. Explicitly, it is concise; the 

curriculum for years 1–13 in New Zealand is roughly 67 pages long (378), which 

is more compact than that of the UK primary (years 1–6) curriculum, at roughly 

200 pages (399). New Zealand’s curriculum also appears to have a greater 

focus on the application of competencies and skills through action and real-

world problem-solving than the UK curriculum, which remains organised 

according to a breakdown of subject-specific facts, with some indication of 

skills, although this is not as explicit.  

Ongoing working papers and participatory research in the New Zealand context 

have led to the revision of the curriculum in recent years, with the concept of 

freeing up schools to develop their own context-specific curricula gaining 

Figure 36 The New Zealand 

Department for Conservation’s 

‘Te Papa Atawhai’, strategy plan 

outlined an innovative approach 

to integrate environmental 

sustainability more 

comprehensively across schools 

and outdoor learning sites. The 

strategy plan supplemented the 

sustainability outlines within the 

National Curricula. The impacts of 

the strategy are currently 

unknown. Photograph sourced 

from https://www.doc.govt.nz 
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traction. Revisions within the New Zealand context have reflected on these 

issues to a greater degree, incorporating a focus on the future as a key holistic 

thread through which to connect curriculum areas in a meaningful way. The 

theories and concepts associated with future-focused learning, such as how to 

“address the ‘wicked problems’ of the twenty-first century, including those linked 

with sustainability and globalization” (400) have been incorporated reflexively to 

some degree over the last decade. 

Figure 63 The free strategy and accompanying resources draw on a holistic 

model 
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As one coordinator reflected:  

[I]t’s quite challenging because there isn’t a mandatory section in the 

curriculum that says you need to be studying education for 

sustainability. It fits in about four or five different places on the 

curriculum, but it isn’t, it’s not an essential learning area, so it doesn’t 

mean that schools must do it. I think the way that our [enviro] schools 

see it is that we try and say, “Look, this is how you can do it in the 

curriculum, we’ll come and show you. Then we’ll provide you 

opportunities to take the kids out to try it and then we’ll help you with 

your next steps,” and I think that’s why it’s worked well for us, 

because we’ve sort of just showed them how it can be done. I think if 

you didn’t do that, it would be really challenging sometimes to see 

how it could fit. (Participant D, Coordinator) 

Relationships with stakeholders 

The ways in which relationships between stakeholders are described across 

participant narratives resonate with processes of transformation discussed in 

Chapter 4. The theory behind conflict transformation described in the body of 

evidence around global development, for example, which proposes how new 

insights can be fostered by processes of reflection and active searching for 

alternative perspectives (401), resonates strongly with the intentional reflective 

processes that participants described experiencing.  

Echoing the experiences of participants in the study, many of those who study 

and work in the areas of education and sustainability also advocate for an 

evolution of current educational paradigms away from siloed thinking, which can 

often reduce concepts by excluding other perspectives, towards a more 

interdisciplinary and constructivist paradigm in which a type of education can be 

developed that acknowledges more than human perspectives (402).  
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One key distinction between interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary approaches 

to school-based action and policy discussed in Chapter 4’s thematic synthesis 

is how interdisciplinary collaboration seeks to integrate perspectives to generate 

new approaches, enabling an examination of how various disciplines may 

rationalise the need to act in healthier and more environmentally aware ways 

(403). An example of this type of inquiry is Elsden-Clifton and Futter-Puati’s 

examination of a potential ‘third’ conceptual space in teacher training that 

transcends health and sustainability as they currently stand and moves towards 

an alternative construct (120).  

Interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary forms of working can be problematic in 

many sectors, for example they can lead to different ideas around the nature of 

the problem to be addressed and subsequently different ideas around the best 

course of action. For example, global policy, such as the UNESCO Decade of 

Education for Sustainability, has been widely critiqued because of its 

instrumental and pragmatic rationalisation of the need for sustainability 

education, due in part to its potential contribution to future economic viability 

(166). While inter- or transdisciplinary approaches may also be instrumental or 

pragmatic, those who seek to understand how the more-than-human world 

interacts with the human world in a state of (dis)equilibrium attempt to tackle 

problems through connected thinking, which values specialisation in view of its 

abilities to work out a broader holistic and more complex picture of planetary 

health. 

 A practical tool for developing connected thinking is Raworth’s doughnut model 

of economics (404). Raworth’s model for determining policy is based on 

discussion of how decisions may impact sectors, environments, and populations 
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across local and or global contexts. This process seeks to foster a more holistic 

understanding of the nature of problems and solutions in the spaces that closely 

tie in with health and sustainability. 

While Raworth’s model has been adapted and developed by some regional 

councils (including within the UK) as a decision-making tool (405), the potential 

application of Raworth’s model in the educational space has yet to be explored. 

Sharp, among others, contends that, like Raworth’s transformative economic 

theory in the political decision-making space, in the education space, learning 

Figure 90 Raworth’s Doughnut of Social and Planetary Boundaries (442) 
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theories that build on the principles of transformation (rather than resolution 

using existing ways of thinking) may help to  

open conceptual and policy spaces for deep reflection; allowing 

public policy to move away from reducing risk to protect development 

– to questioning the root causes of risk that lie in dominant 

development pathways. (193) 

The Enviroschools approach, which found itself developing iteratively against a 

backdrop of predominantly instrumental thinking in terms of why schools might 

seek to foster healthier and more environmentally aware young people and 

communities, was able to cultivate its own transformative pathway. This was 

fostered by a range of factors described across the narratives. 

The Enviroschools approach took its initial shape via a collaborative process in 

which relationships and learning were developed in a shared climate of 

curiosity. One narrative described it in this way:  

[W]e were already deeply enquiring into what would it be like if young 

people could actually be empowered to look at their environment, 

look at what was going on, decide what was meaningful to them, 

what did they want to change and be supported to design and plan 

and actually make the changes themselves and we had all sorts of... 

I guess coming from a design background myself, I always sort of 

saw the school as a whole learning curriculum, every part of it I 

believed was part of the curriculum, the school grounds, the 

buildings, the practices, all of that was an opportunity for young 

people to enquire, to learn, to get all those life skills that you need. 

(Participant U, National Team) 

Processes of empowerment and action learning that were distilled during the 
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early years of the approach are reflected in the ways that facilitation is 

established and maintained, as one coordinator explained: 

[O]ften I’ve found the way I’ve worked with schools is I just go in and 

we reflect at where the school is at according to the guiding 

principles and our four key areas, which are the programmes, places, 

people, and practices …. you know, just reflecting with them, and 

giving them space to stop and think. They always know the next 

steps they want to take that is appropriate to the school, rather than 

us saying you should be doing recycling, or you should be doing this. 

They’ll go, we really want to get the rubbish out of the playground, 

probably the next step is you know, let’s start up an instinctive 

system. (Participant E, Coordinator) 

Early conversations around ‘instinctive systems’ as described above by 

Participant E explored and reflected on the breadth and depth of sustainability 

and how these could be incorporated through the school context. These 

discussions acted to form a social bonding experience that integrated inquiry, 

action, and reflexive processes of meaning-making across participant 

experiences. These conditions influenced the incorporation of the action 

learning cycle, which is utilised across the organisation as well as through 

facilitation with schools. The Enviroschools approach is a voluntary approach, 

although increasing interest in it, in conjunction with limited resources with 

which to fund facilitators, has resulted in prospective schools being waitlisted 

until resources can be allocated. In the context of finite resources in relation to 

the capacities of implementation, participants described several factors that 

both helped and hindered their roles and responsibilities. As one member of the 

national team explained: 
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We all knew instinctively that any programme is only as successful 

as the trusting network of people that are in it, that trust and honesty 

are the key things and … if we want kids to be working together 

cooperatively and being empowered then we’ve got to do that 

ourselves, hey … the hui’s [social gathering/assembly] that we 

started to run were really experiential, they were about people 

bringing their authentic selves, and we used to say this quite a bit, 

you know, we’re here, we want to bring our whole selves to this and 

we’re not always going to get it right, sometimes we’re going to feel 

like we really don’t know where we’re going and as long as we’re 

here together as a group and we can just talk about where we’re 

going and what we’re doing then that’s a key part of the work. So that 

stuff started right from the beginning, you know, you can’t go on that 

kind of journey without really going deeply into yourself and in my 

mind that’s what sets a culture, you know. (Participant U, National 

Team) 

Facilitators described going where the energy is as a pragmatic and authentic 

way of ensuring that the conditions necessary for setting the foundations with 

which to get the approach off to a good start, such as engagement and 

motivation, were in place. These conditions for success provided the building 

blocks for relationships to grow in meaningful ways. The participants did not 

imply that Enviroschools’ role was to publicise a ‘need’ for schools to implement 

the approach using instrumental factors. Rather, participants considered the 

approach as something that needed to be intrinsically appealing to schools. For 

example, those teachers who had existing relationships with their environments 

felt an empathetic responsibility towards living sustainably and believed in the 

role of sustainability in ethically responsible education.  
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The role of the facilitator in fostering positive and productive relationships was 

explained across the narratives as a social process of holding an empathetic 

space in which schools could do their own work, which empowered students, 

teachers, and senior leadership to undertake action. The complex and widely 

interpreted concept of empowerment resonates with participants’ descriptions 

and has been applied across wider educational contexts before in several ways.  

Theories which resonated most strongly with the participant narratives are 

social practice theories. In theories of social practice, a relational lens is applied 

to the notion of behaviour change (47). The role of a facilitator, mediator, or 

teacher is underpinned by a fundamental belief that behaviours are formed and 

influenced by relationships. Therefore, the common aim of approaches based 

on social practice theories is to cultivate spaces that foster mutual respect, 

dignity, listening, and learning, where people feel empowered to act in ways that 

are productive and beneficial to their own and their communities’ wellbeing. In 

the Enviroschools approach, this type of empowerment is discussed in 

narratives describing facilitator and teacher relationships and teacher and 

student relationships, particularly in relation to how the processes involved in 

building empowerment are implemented and sustained over time. 

Sustaining relationships with others 

The relationship between facilitator and teacher was central to many narratives 

and was described in several ways, including being nurturing, empowering, and 

motivating. Facilitators often described modelling ways in which actions and 

policies could take shape via collaborative processes over time. One relatively 

common experience that was described across teacher narratives was the 
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supportive role that the facilitators often take in getting the wider members of 

the school on board with the approach. This step is crucial to embed the 

sustainability lens across the campus, curricula, and community. As one 

facilitator explained:  

[A]nother big thing comes back to the whole-school approach. A 

school that I’ve been working with over the past couple of years had 

a strong teacher that was initially driving the Enviro link, but they 

really didn’t want to make a commitment to the programme unless 

they had all the teachers on board. They invited me to come in 

before they signed up to talk to the whole-school about the kaupapa; 

they saw how important that support in the early days was and for 

them and it’s been an enabler… in those schools where the senior 

leadership are supportive of the teachers and the kaupapa, it works 

well. In contrast, in the schools where Enviroschools is a low priority 

and is in competition with a lot of other priorities then, you know, it 

keeps struggling to get going sometimes. (Participant K, Facilitator) 

Senior leadership was described across narratives as crucially important to the 

approach. Senior leadership involvement and support had a positive impact on 

fostering the relationships necessary to bring about meaningful adaptations, 

actions, and policies and, moreover, were described as crucial to sustaining the 

approach over time via the embedding of the principles into school culture. 

Senior leadership’s support and oversight of funding could strengthen the action 

and policies that were advocated by students, teachers, and the wider 

community.  

A key factor that drove implementation, as described in the narratives, also 

related to whether the school had a caretaker who could support, maintain, and 

often in various ways drive the integration of the sustainability lens through 
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practice and policy. The capacities and the willingness of the caretaker to 

support the approach were described as fundamental strengths for many 

schools. Conversely, lack of such support was described by some participants 

as a significant barrier to sustaining school-based gardens, native planting 

areas, and areas of the school grounds that had been adapted to support 

sustainable action.  

Caretaker support was also strengthened by engaging with the local 

community, some of whom may, in roles like that of a caretaker, take on 

responsibility for the development and sustaining of community-wide 

environment-related projects. The dynamics of this support of community 

engagement were viewed across narratives as crucial for embedding the 

approach over time:  

[A]s they move through the school journey, you hope that it gets 

deeper and wider, so it’s not just the key teacher, it’s everybody 

involved and that it is getting into the curriculum. And then for me, the 

next step and it might happen right at the beginning depending on 

the school, is influencing the community, or getting the community 

involved … taking action … you know, you’ve never sort of done 

everything, because you have to keep redoing things in a school, but 

you know, you might be taking more action outside the school gate 

than inside the school gate. I think … the feel of a green-gold school 

is one that has integrated the sustainability lens across the 

curriculum, and you can see that they have this relationship with their 

community that, you know, goes both ways, the kids are involved out 

there and the community’s involved with them. (Participant E, 

Coordinator) 

Similarly, in head teachers’ narratives, sustaining the Enviroschools approach 
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was deemed a natural progression for their schools in terms of what they felt 

was their ethical and moral responsibility. Having responsibility for engaging 

children in processes of learning that de-mystified systems thinking, 

connections, and interdependence was described as enriching and relevant to 

high-quality education. They saw little difference between Enviroschools’ 

thinking around sustainability and what was important ethically to them as 

leaders. As one head teacher explained: 

[A]s a school we started to do more and more about the environment, 

and we were looking for a structure or framework that we could hook 

those things into and would also help to embed it into the classroom. 

(Participant Z, Head teacher). 

Another explained that 

it’s a good system I think even for just prompting how you want your 

school to be and so we found that helpful, particularly when we were 

trying to look at how we took our school from being kind of a 

traditional learning model into a more, I guess, innovative or student-

empowered type of teaching and learning model. (Participant S Head 

teacher) 

Teachers described how supporting children to take notice of their school and to 

come up with ideas about how to improve sustainability and associated 

behaviours made children and teachers feel empowered to consider values and 

principles. They felt they were applying knowledge in meaningful ways and 

were enriching the Enviroschools resources further by incorporating new ways 

of doing things. The opportunities afforded by the approach, which encourages 

teachers, children, and their communities to put their own mark on policies and 
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practice, was described as a strength of the approach for facilitators and 

teachers alike. As one teacher explained, 

[T]he great thing I love about it is that it is that holistic approach… it’s 

flexible… it’s our own, like it has a unique New Zealand flavour, 

which is probably a little bit more special than those other resources 

and different things that we see out there. (Participant F, Teacher) 

One facilitator described a similar perspective: 

I think the kaupapa is unique and the fact we don’t just deliver one 

session on something - it’s more than that, it’s joined up. The Māori 

perspective’s woven in, the connections to place… that’s what I 

personally think makes it special … I think weaving sustainability and 

student action together, with bicultural aspects, is valuable. 

Enviroschools is a unique model that’s built in New Zealand, for New 

Zealand, it’s not a global generic tool that you can apply anywhere. 

And I think its visionary status has now been noticed, because the 

national government just brought out in 2018 a “Learning in your 

Local Environment” tool, and yet you look at the action learning cycle 

and the whole of the kaupapa foundation of Enviroschools and it was 

built on learning in and around your local environment. (Participant 

M, Facilitator) 

Another teacher expressed how the approach was different to others they had 

experienced in terms of it not being just another extra tick-box exercise. It was 

common in the narratives to describe the facilitator role as being to co-create 

empowering and empathetic spaces within schools so that they can develop 

their own bespoke actions and policies. These roles were also congruent with 

the ways in which the approach faces wider barriers; these methods maintain 

the authenticity and integrity of the approach by reflecting on underlying values 
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and behaving in line with those values. As one facilitator noted, 

[P]olicy-makers are interested in numbers, and you know that’s not 

always what it’s all about. You know we could deliver sessions to this 

many students or this many schools in a certain region, but that’s not 

what the kaupapa is about, it’s about going deep not going broad and 

shallow. It’s about the schools and the schools’ journey. (Participant 

M, Facilitator) 

In another narrative, one participant described the process of sustaining the 

viability of the approach: 

I still must stand in the heat of the environment and acknowledge the 

environment and our connections and everyone in the room and 

create my connection with them and speak from my heart about what 

we are doing here and about what’s good and what’s not working as 

well, you know, and create connections. We have to create 

connections at a lot of different levels including in my role as more in 

that other space not in schools, so we’re a group that’s working at a 

lot of different levels and different spaces in the country, I guess, but 

standing in the same emotional space, I suppose, no matter who 

you’re talking to, you might be talking to the Prime Minister, you 

might be talking to a Minister, you might be talking to some high-level 

bureaucrat who holds the purse strings and the kaupapa is still the 

kaupapa, you know… I resisted, right from the beginning, this whole 

thing about we need to deal with PR [public relations], we need to 

sell the program, like, well I don’t want to do that, I’m not going to run 

a program that we have to sell, it’s either going to sell itself or it’s not 

going to be viable and if there’s things that need to be changed about 

it that’s just the nature of life so that’s sustainability, that’s the 

sustainability journey right there. There is no one answer, there’s no 

answer that’s going to hold for the entirety of time, everyone’s got a 

different perspective on it, the work is, let’s do it, let’s do what needs 
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to be done, have the conversations, try the things, keep planting 

trees, keep growing nourishing food, keep nurturing each other. 

(Participant U, National Team)  

The relationships between children, teachers, and members of the wider school 

community (including family) were central to the aims and goals of the 

Enviroschools approach and featured strongly across the narratives. In term of 

the conditions and factors that played a role in sustaining these relationships, 

the action learning cycle was correlated with structuring high-quality learning 

experiences. The action learning cycle advocated by the approach was 

described as helpful in facilitating a curiosity about problems and solutions 

through questioning and meaningful conversation between teachers and 

students. These factors were associated with strengthening empowerment and 

participation.  

In relation to the school context, the role of teacher and student relationships 

(TSRs) is an area that is considered of vital interest across educational 

literatures, due to breakthroughs in understanding regarding the importance of 

empathetic, patient, and exploratory communication in high-quality learning 

(406). Research has correlated subjective factors related to ‘immediacy’ (a 

student’s perception of verbal and non-verbal communication and how this is 

linked to motivation) (407–410). Later, substantial associations between 

learning-centred and person-centred variables in relation to how teaching is 

conducted (411,412), such as warmth, sensitivity, and empathy, were found to 

be conducive to student outcomes (413). Complex theories of attachment (414), 

self-systems (415), and self-determination (416) have also shaped the way we 
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think about relationships between teacher and learner and the overall quality of 

education. One teacher described it in the following way:  

[T]here are always kids that struggle in the classroom and we 

learned that having whole days that are outside is amazing for them. 

When I think back to how we planned things… being able to have the 

food forest where they can go and just be hands-on with the 

environment, like digging and things. The other thing that engages 

the kids is the choice within the Enviro-related projects we design 

together. That helps learning to occur more naturally. (Participant L, 

Teacher) 

Summary of the theme of relationships with others 

The theme of relationships with others describes the key actors engaged with 

the Enviroschools approach. These included teachers, facilitators, children, and 

members of the school community as well as regional councils and disciplinary 

teams. Through regular discussions, these relationships helped to foster critical 

engagement and feelings of empowerment and togetherness, which helped to 

drive action and policy. Situating participant narratives in the wider context of 

transformative learning (191) and the teacher–student relationships literature 

(411) cultivates a culture of relatedness, competence, and autonomy (415) 

within the implementation of Enviroschools.  

These new insights indicate that relationships and participation across 

disciplines and the creation of empathetic spaces for curiosity and reflection 

play a role in the interdisciplinary sustainability space within school settings. 

This echoes the findings generated in Chapter 4, which conceptualises 

connections between systems and thinking as justifications for schools 
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integrating health- and environment-related approaches and as reasons why 

they might wish to do so. 
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6.3.2 Relationships with environments: how the environment was 

perceived and valued by those involved in implementation 

Key points: 

➢ Cultural influences played a key role in how relationships with 

environments were formed and sustained over time. 

➢ The narratives indicate that the ways in which people experience 

nature and construct meanings are diverse and occur in a relational 

way. Strong levels of community participation, empowerment, and 

flexibility within implementation helped to mediate relationships within 

the implementation process, for example through facilitators supporting 

schools to develop their own vision map for sustainability and 

wellbeing relevant to their context. 

➢ Bringing in other ways of interpreting and conceptualising sustainability 

and wellbeing, such as those not found in traditionally Western 

scientific schools of thought, was thought to enrich implementation in 

several ways. 

Forming relationships with environments 

I can’t assume that everybody is going to feel the same way about 

the environment. (Participant Q, Teacher) 

Participant narratives described the environment as a multidimensional concept 

that includes physical surroundings in their broadest sense; they described the 

outdoors, and the natural world, alongside the built environment such as school 

buildings and playgrounds. Children’s social interpretation of space in their 

environments, a theme that runs throughout wider literature (417,105), was also 
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incorporated into the narratives. For example, how children viewed areas of 

their playground was often influenced by social and emotional factors stemming 

from experiences or associations. This had impacts on the children in terms of 

their relationships toward that space in the future.  

Participants’ descriptions of the environment as multifaceted, being both natural 

and human-made and a living, fluid landscape that can be interpreted and 

experienced differently based on individual and social processes of meaning-

making, mirrored the approach’s overarching goals of sustainable environments 

being environmentally, socially, and culturally constructed.  

Initial formation of relationships ‘with’ environments was also seen to be 

impacted by cultural change, as one teacher explained: 

[C]hildren today seem to not have the opportunities to explore nature 

… they are driven around a lot in their cars and then at home 

possibly on their devices or technology and children are missing a 

great opportunity to explore their environment… I think we need to 

have the opportunity to give the children a chance to explore their 

environment and get their hands and their feet muddy and dirty. 

(Participant J, Teacher). 

The changing nature of childhood behaviour is widely discussed in the research 

literature, in the media, and within popular culture more broadly. Concerns 

around children’s safety are often at the centre of these debates, with children’s 

opportunity to roam and explore often limited by such concerns, and this has led 

to the coining of the term ‘nature deficit’ in recent years (110). This dual 

concern, regarding how to give children the opportunity to experience nature 

and to do so in a safe way, has led to the role of the school context and the 
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supervision opportunity provided by teachers becoming of increasing interest to 

parents, educationalists, and policymakers. 

Context-specific factors were described across the narratives. One head 

teacher explained how specific factors related to employment and regional 

economics had influenced relationships with the environment for their school 

community: 

[W]e are a rural school and so were surrounded by orchards and 

agricultural land and things like that so the environment is very 

important to us. The kids have always had a strong interest in nature 

and in the environment as well. Particularly in the commercial 

growing side of things because a lot of the kids’ families come from 

those areas. But we felt that they needed to be balanced towards 

that as well. Commercial growing is not necessarily always what is 

best for the environment in general. We also had the opportunity with 

some of our local growers to get involved with different projects, so it 

was kind of easy for us to do some of the initial stuff with 

Enviroschools. We then also have a connection with our local 

community Marae [courtyard of a Māori meeting house, a social or 

ceremonial forum] which has a community garden in it. So, we 

adopted part of that community garden. We did that because when 

we were trying to find ways to connect our kids with the Marae and 

the Māori perspective, that’s important to us. (Participant I Head 

Teacher)  

The above description of how an exploration of local place was used as a 

means of building relationships with the environment illustrates how 

relationships with environments are co-constructed via social processes and 

community practices in the Enviroschools approach. 

Dynamic depictions of the environment are conceptualised more broadly in 
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wider literature. A growing body of work is exploring the concept of social nature 

and is beginning to explain how relationships with nature can be understood by 

examining how they are co-constructed through processes of internal and 

external meaning-making (418).  

 

 

Strands of thinking across theories of social practice are beginning to 

incorporate the natural world into an understanding of how and why people 

Figure 91 ‘green gold’ Enviroschool located in the wider Wellington 

region 
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experience nature and construct meanings in a relational way (77). How this 

understanding can inform the design and implementation of upstream, 

interdisciplinary approaches to fostering human health and wellbeing has also 

begun to be explored (40,78).  

Research has also examined how exploratory learning approaches in natural 

environments such as Forest Schools can facilitate dynamic connections 

between children and nature. Other studies have similarly found that 

relationships and attitudes are co-constructed between children and the outdoor 

spaces and environments they explore.  

However, a gap in knowledge that still exists in this evidence is around exactly 

how practices and processes impact wellbeing and environmental attitudes 

when back in the classroom, how these dynamic relationships evolve over time, 

and how they influence subsequent lifestyle behaviours. 
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Pioneering conceptualisations of the ways in which children relate to and are 

influenced by environments have influenced discourses that are concerned with 

actions and policies in the school context to various degrees (419,101). For 

example, Lewicki’s work on pedagogies of place explored the notion of “place, 

the process, and the content of subject matter” as the triad of a learning 

community (266). Lewicki proposed the following definition: 

Figure 118 A bee and insect ‘motel’ 

Figure 119 Enviroschool in the Wairarapa region of the North 
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It is teaching by using one’s landscape, family, and community 

surroundings as the educational foundation. Significant learning takes 

place outdoors and in the community. (266) 

The above quotation is an example of conceptual thinking around the role of 

schools when developing actions and policies that aim to lead to greater levels 

of sustainability and environmental health. This kind of thinking also arises from 

questions about the emerging ecological economy and education discussed 

previously (11).  

In the initial stages of Enviroschools’ implementation, schools are encouraged 

to provide children with a variety of immersive experiences in nature. This 

establishes an initial interest in their local environment that can be built on and 

expanded to regional, national, and global environments later. Early immersive 

interaction with nature, as explained in Lewicki’s concept of place-based 

pedagogy, is widely thought to both develop a personal experience for an 

individual child in which to contextualise understanding and provide a shared 

experience among children collectively in which to share and construct meaning 

(94,96,420,421). Both types of experiences are considered relational and are 

thought to shape subsequent behaviour towards and thoughts and feelings 

about the environment. One teacher explained how immersive hands-on 

experiences in local environments provided children with opportunities to weave 

together content, context, and empathy: 

[E]ach year Enviroschools helps us to organise an opportunity to take 

the kids on an outdoor camp and I have seen more students enjoy 

nature through these camps than with anything else. You team up 

with local people or an expert, so you might be checking out the river 
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quality and talking to a dairy farmer … you could be checking out the 

source of the river and following it down to the sea and then looking 

at the bats at night time. All the time you’re staying in an eco-lodge 

and the kids are being encouraged to use composting toilets and 

things like that. We are lucky because our principal supports and 

finances that and we’re lucky because you still need money to do 

these sorts of things, although the Enviroschools resources are free, 

and it doesn’t cost to join. (Participant P, Teacher) 

Providing formative experiences in outdoor environments cultivated 

relationships and curiosity among children. This was collectively viewed in the 

narratives as instrumental in forming relationships with the environment. In the 

above extract, the importance attributed to the principal’s support, particularly 

how this relates to finding the necessary financial support, illustrates the 

importance of senior leadership ‘being on board’ and recognising the 

importance of immersive experiences in environments.  

The importance of these experiences was not limited to the initial engagement 

with the approach; they extended to school life subsequently, as one 

coordinator explained: 

[T]here’s a unit called “Me and my environment” that gets you to look 

at your relationship with the environment. And I could literally quote 

that inside out to you, I know that so well, because we saw that as a 

really good way for kids to be connected, for them to do lots of work 

around that, to look at what projects they could do. (Participant D, 

Coordinator) 

Another narrative explains how formative experiences facilitated by the 

approach impacted children’s subsequent relationships with the environment:  
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[O]ur environment is so much nicer now, because the children have 

developed that respect for their environment. They’ve got a lot of 

respect and connection with places around the school as a result of 

being part of an Enviroschool … it is amazing for children to be 

outside, to relate to their environment, to develop empathy and 

respect and things like that. (Participant B, Teacher) 

The inquiry-based approach of ‘Me and my Environment’ was described as a 

way of connecting place to the heart, as a way of fostering a mutual belonging 

between an individual and their environment and, with this, a sense of 

responsibility towards balance, harmony, and wellbeing. One teacher explained:  

[I]t allows children to get out in nature and explore it a bit more and 

kind of be at one with nature. Once they’re doing all of that, then it 

leads into how we can look after this environment that we’re 

exploring and enjoying and that helps to sustain it, so I think it’s as 

simple as that. (Participant J, Teacher) 

Another described the growing connection between environments and deep 

learning: 

I mentioned Lake X before, the children feel attached to that because 

we’ve looked at the bicultural significance of that, and I think it helps 

with their sense of belonging… not only is the school their place, but 

you know, the land, the area is too and that probably attaches them a 

bit more to the inquiry because, you know, they know it’s their place. 

(Participant L, Teacher)  
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Forming relationships with nature and place was not only described as an 

important aspect of the approach for children. The topic of forming relationships 

between teachers and their environment was also part of many participant 

narratives: 

[K]ids are naturally connected with their environment, much more so 

than adults, you know. I always found it interesting, whenever we do 

a teacher workshop, we usually send the adults out into the 

Figure 145 Enviroschool in the Wairarapa region of the North Island 

The fusion of natural and non-natural materials and conceptions of nature is 

evident. The school upcycles used materials and objects to develop dynamic 

play spaces that depict the relationships that are evident between human and 

non-humans within landscapes. 
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environment and get them to do something, and they often will come 

back and say, “I didn't even know that part of the playground was 

there,” and you’re going, “What is going on? You’ve been in that 

school for five years,” but they just don’t see it through kids’ eyes. 

(Participant D, Coordinator) 

In an Enviroschool it is proposed that every member of the school community is 

included and valued. This guiding principle is set out in the approach’s 

overarching aim to foster sustainable communities. The value of each member 

of the school community is equal, and this was evident in the many ways that 

schools developed their own wellbeing frameworks throughout their 

Enviroschools journey. Schools are encouraged to develop their own bespoke 

wellbeing frameworks as part of implementation, and this process was 

described across many narratives as an opportunity for schools to come 

together to ask the sorts of questions that mattered to them and the ways in 

which they wanted to support children, families, and members of staff. These 

collaborative, socioecological frameworks focused on nurturing healthy and 

more environmentally aware ‘communities’ rather than young people as a 

discrete population. The Enviroschools mandate describes this in more detail, 

explaining that  

[s]ustainable communities act in ways that nurture people and nature, now 

and in the future, to maintain the health and viability of our environment, 

society, culture, and economy.  

However, participants described how trying to form or reignite relationships 

between adults and the environment was not always plain sailing. One lead 

teacher described how in the early stages of implementation they planned for a 
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day’s immersive experience in the environment with school staff to foster 

relationships:  

I struggle with sometimes thinking that someone’s not going to toe 

the line or enjoy themselves and is just going to be irritated if they 

think they have wasted a day out of the school holidays … but those 

who I thought might think that they thoroughly loved it. They loved 

just going back to sitting in nature and sort of having that connection 

again with nature away from the hassles and busyness of getting 

caught up in life. (Participant V, Teacher) 

Approaches like Enviroschools, which assumes that adult–environment 

relationships are just as important as child–environment relationships, ensure 

that attention is paid to what teachers and other adult members of the school 

community say and do in relation to sustainability and how they model actions 

and behaviours to students. That is not to say that all educators should feel the 

same way about sustainability (which would be impossible). However, teacher 

narratives suggest that experiencing the environment for themselves enabled 

connections between thoughts, feelings, and behaviours in relation to the 

environment to be reflected upon and gave individuals a sense of shared 

belonging when it came to the environment.  

This thinking is echoed in wider studies that consider the role of empathy in 

cultivating the likelihood of pro-environmental behaviours (422) and the action 

of including all members within a given setting in wellbeing frameworks (423). 

Increasingly, in studies specific to the school setting, wellbeing frameworks that 

view adult health as having the same importance as child health are thought to 

be more likely to succeed in the long term (300). This also speaks to arguments 
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for more fundamental paradigmatic changes in the way that settings-based 

approaches conceptualise health and wellbeing in the school context (141).  

Complex adaptive systems thinking, for example, requires a fluid degree of 

leadership and autonomy, a focus on individual empowerment, and collective 

action that can lead (with the right facilitation) to an integration of instrumental 

and intrinsic perspectives (141,147,156). These forms of integrative pragmatism 

are described by participants in the systems approach of Enviroschools through 

the ways in which the approach helps those involved to reflect on the roles of all 

members of the school community in all aspects of implementation. 

Sustaining relationships with environments 

The importance of sustaining relationships with the environment over time 

featured strongly in accounts of how both teachers and facilitators embedded 

implementation. After initial opportunities for connection, empathy, and 

belonging with the environment were cultivated, fostering opportunities to 

develop relationships with the environment during subsequent periods of 

implementation were described. Narratives concerning the processes involved 

in growing relationships with environments expanded to include how elements 

of the approach such as critical thinking enabled stronger connections between 

observations and actions to be made that could subsequently be factors that 

helped to form sustainable behaviours.  

Building on formative immersive experiences through repetition, variation, and 

reflective questioning actively developed and built relationships with the 

environment. As one teacher explained: 
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[O]ur mission was to embed the sustainable practices in everything 

we do and make it part of our school culture, so that was quite huge, 

because we had a lot of sustainable practices happening within our 

school, but our children didn’t understand the why behind why we 

were doing it, so they knew that we had things like paper recycling, 

and energy savings, and things like that, but they didn’t understand 

why. We really want them to be sustainable citizens, so, the first step 

was getting the other teachers on board and making sure things were 

happening in every single classroom, every single day and just trying 

to change mindsets, of our children and the culture. Then once that 

was getting down to the children, we extended by changing the 

culture of our community as well. (Participant B, Teacher) 

Teachers described the importance of sustaining relationships with 

environments as particularly critical as children grew older and noticed wider 

cultural and social factors beginning to translate into unsustainable messages 

around behaviours and social norms in relation to the environment. These wider 

cultural and social factors mirror the actors and processes involved in the 

relationships with others. However, participant narratives also provided 

examples of how the connections and crossover between social and cultural 

norms shaped not just collective attitudes and behaviours and interactions with 

others, but also shaped these aspects in relation to the environment. In one 

narrative, a teacher described how peer pressure regarding what children 

wanted to bring for lunch influenced subsequent behaviours in relation to the 

environment: 

[Y]ou see children wanting to bring in those snacks that are marketed 

to them by big companies, those that have packaging that is glossy, 

brightly coloured and have familiar cartoon characters on them, for 
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example, all heavily packaged in far too much plastic, most of which 

is single use. (Participant P, Teacher) 

Experiences such as this proved challenging when an Enviroschool had 

implemented a plastic-free or minimal plastic policy for snacks and lunches. 

Rather than attempting to enforce the policy through stringent, judgemental 

steps, many teachers described a more curious and explorative approach to the 

issue of plastic packaging: 

[W]e did a big inquiry, the whole school at the beginning of the year, 

about plastic. We were trying to get to the stage where the children 

drove the change to have waste-free lunches … at our staff meetings 

we brainstormed about how we were going to do that, and we 

realised that maybe this needed to come from us, the school, in the 

form of a zero single-use plastic policy, or for waste-free lunches… 

but we also got to talking about how we can’t just enforce change, we 

have to actually think about empowering the children to understand 

why this is important for the environment and empowering them to 

think of actions and to take actions for themselves ... it’s not just the 

children now we think about, it’s the parents too, we have to include 

and share our learning with the parents too, to join up the thinking 

across the community … and so we thought, well if we set a longer 

time aside, say do it throughout 2020, then we will invest the time to 

get the processes going with that. (Participant R, Teacher) 

Iteratively developing thinking and discussion through curiosity helped to 

sustain and deepen relationships with the environment by fostering a 

connection with, belonging to, and empathy for the environment. This curiosity 

acted as a feeling through which individuals could mediate the pressures to 

conform to unsustainable normative pressures from the wider culture. Through 

regular engagement with the local environment, learning opportunities, play, 
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and litter collection, the links between zero plastic waste and the benefits and 

value in terms of human–environment relationships were subsequently 

discussed among the school community.  

The structure of the action learning cycle offered teachers a way in which to 

reflexively explore what was going on. By focusing on the possible solutions, 

rather than just the problem, this approach could be undertaken in a way that 

minimised negative judgement and empowered students, which helped to 

alleviate teacher–student power dynamics. Moreover, including the wider 

community enabled opportunities to facilitate an exploration of values and 

behaviours relating to sustainability.  

The way in which all members of the school community were embedded in 

responses to dealing with the issue of plastics echoes skill attainment models 

found in wider literature focusing on a ‘renewed pedagogy’ for science-based 

education that integrates health and the environment (124). For example, 

Schulz’s (340) model of functional health literacy explains how procedural and 

explicit knowledge can be both learned and applied through applying critical and 

reflective judgement skills. Where the Enviroschools approach differs from 

Schulz’s model is regarding the potential importance of teachers co-

constructing learning, knowledge, and skills alongside the student. 

In Enviroschools, the distinction between learner and teacher is blurred. This 

feature of the approach lends itself appropriately to the uncertainty and iterative 

nature of complex environment- and human health-related issues that are 

conceptualised across wider theoretical constructs (119). Enviroschools aim to 

learn about how to engage with sustainability together in ways that are shaped 
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by engagement with environments and social contexts; this necessitates the 

freedom to design actions and policies that reflect different contexts and 

relationships. These guiding principles also challenge normative teacher–

student dynamics, compelling these dynamics to be viewed and approached 

differently.  

The outcomes of the processes of reflection, particularly in relation to 

relationships with environments, fostered greater levels of empowerment and 

competence among the school community. As one participant reflected: 

[I]t’s a framework for sustainability in its broadest sense in schools. 

It’s a holistic approach and I’ve appreciated more and more over time 

that it’s bigger than just the environmental aspects. It’s so much 

more, it’s about the cultural aspects of sustainability, about the 

influences that come from politics, you know, it’s very wide, 

sustainability in its widest and most deep. Part of what I think is 

unique about Enviroschools is it’s non-prescriptive, it’s a non-linear 

approach in that it fits well with people using it as a basis from which 

to design learning around their students, learning that is appropriate 

within their setting. Every community is going to look diverse and is 

going to be diverse in their needs and their priorities and our 

programme fits well in terms of that. I think that’s one of its beauties; 

it can also make it complex for people because it’s not a step-by-step 

approach, not “do this or do that” and some people are looking for a 

real recipe for how to become sustainable, but this is a much more 

creative, open-ended kind of framework and what we offer to schools 

through facilitation. (Participant K, Facilitator) 

Another feature of the narratives about the processes involved in sustaining 

relationships with environments explored the role of reflection in embedding 

implementation. Reflection, the fourth element of the action learning cycle, was 
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described by participants as a tool, a competence, and a structure in which to 

embed sustainability more deeply in the school culture. The process of 

reflection particularly involved re-engaging with local environments during 

periods of inevitable ebbs in sustainability-related action and involved holding 

the school and community accountable for both the successes and the failures 

of previous actions and policies. Processes of accountability, in which schools 

are encouraged to reflect on their own progress rather than being assessed 

outwardly, were associated with cultivating greater degrees of deep learning for 

schools moving forward.  

A walk-along interview with a teacher and members of the Envirogroup of a 

school in the Lower Hutt region of Greater Wellington comprising children aged 

7 and above, took me to the local river by the school (Figure 16). The group had 

regenerated the river by litter-picking, doing basic water-quality testing, and 

Figure 172 Community conservation in the Lower Hutt region of Greater 

Wellington 
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assessing how viable it was for local fish and eel species to live and thrive in the 

river. They also raised money to replant endemic species of plants along the 

riverbank. The children told me that they noticed now when people dropped 

rubbish in the river; this bothered them, and they wanted to do something about 

it. This interview drew attention to the concept of ‘te taha whānau’ (the family 

dimension), which relates to the importance of valuing community health and 

taking collective action. This was apparent in how the children described 

wanting to contribute to healthy water, healthy wildlife, and healthy people.  

Summary of the theme of relationships with environments 

It is evident from the narratives that participants’ perceptions of relationships 

with their environments were tied in many ways to New Zealand’s cultural 

identities. These nuanced cultural identities were attributed to the narratives 

through how people described their relationships to native fauna and flora, 

coastlines, and commercial farming practices, as well as to New Zealand’s rich 

social and cultural diversity and indigenous histories. The histories and 

narratives that make New Zealand unique are utilised within the principles, 

actions, and policies of the Enviroschools approach. Other countries and the 

contexts within them have equally rich and complex narratives with which to 

situate their own relationships with environments, and these may impact the 

way we think about the actions and policies schools can take and adopt 

respectively to nurture healthier and more environmentally aware young people. 

Wider considerations of ecological systems thinking (41,48,71,119,188) may 

help to expand on potential implications or key learnings that can be drawn from 

these experiences. 
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6.3.3 Relationships with oneself: how internal and intrinsic 

processes shape implementation 

Key points: 

➢ Internal processes associated with implementation included 

consideration of one’s own values, how these values are formed, 

and how they shape subsequent behaviours related to health, 

wellbeing, and sustainability. 

➢ Reflection on one’s own practice was deemed necessary in 

transitions towards threshold concepts and approaches aligned with 

health, wellbeing, and sustainability, such as learning through 

inquiry, action competency, and place-based approaches. 

➢ Drawing on Māori perspectives enriched implementation by 

providing tangible questions, processes, and reflections around 

health, wellbeing, and sustainability. 

➢ Narratives provide new insight into how values and intrinsic 

processes such as reflection and mindfulness may factor into 

school-based actions and policies concerning wellbeing and 

sustainability. Implementation processes relate to similar processes 

found across the literature, such as those relating to fostering 

psychological flexibility and a growth mindset. 
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Forming relationships with oneself 

As well as illustrating relationships with others and the environment, the 

participants also explained ways in which the approach nurtured relationships 

with oneself. This subsection presents these narratives and proposes some 

explanations of how internal and intrinsic processes and behaviours shaped 

implementation. As discussed earlier, relationships are largely formed through 

social processes that occur in a relational manner where meaning is co-

constructed between people via social, cultural, and environmental factors 

(47,78). 

Alongside these external relational factors, however, participants also described 

an internal process of meaning-making that resulted from engagement with the 

approach. This internal process was deeply personal and included 

consideration of one’s own values and how these values are formed and shape 

behaviours. Participants also described how their personal perspectives merged 

and iteratively developed alongside implementation, using concepts found 

across wider literature such as a “growth mind-set” (424) and “rising strong” 

(425,426). In relation to the body of evidence that has examined how school-

based actions and policies aim to integrate health and environmental 

sustainability, only a limited number of studies have examined the social 

processes that occur in these areas. Therefore, the Enviroschools narratives 

provide novel insights into these emerging areas of thinking.  

Many participants described how their own values about sustainability, its 

importance, and its perceived role in forward-thinking education led them to 

want to implement the Enviroschools approach. This aspect suggests that for 

many schools, strong beliefs in the underlying importance of the approach and 
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particularly in how the approach’s kaupapa and its underlying values drive a 

great deal of implementation. Having the opportunity to reflect personal values 

through work-based actions has been linked in wider studies to greater degrees 

of employee motivation, engagement, and resilience and overall levels of 

employee satisfaction (423,427). The following sections explore descriptions in 

the literature of how personal values are formed, drawing out similarities 

between and differences in how participants described this formation occurring 

as part of the implementation of Enviroschools.  

Across the narratives, participants described friction between the importance of 

reflection when embedding the approach and the issues they faced regarding 

finding enough time in the school day to do the reflection process justice. 

Participants described how a lack of time resulted in difficulties in drawing on 

the deeper aspects of the approach: 

[I]n terms of the work we do, often we only get small amounts of time 

and so drawing on the deep aspects, that’s difficult. (Participant K, 

Facilitator) 

Although a lack of time often proved challenging for teachers, many explained 

how the regular support and networking events organised by their facilitator 

acted as useful prompts to slow down and engage in mindful reflection about 

underlying relationships with environments. These events also enabled 

personal experiences to be shared, and many teachers expressed how these 

events re-engaged their focus and motivation and strengthened their resolve to 

keep going, even when times were tough.  

Although sometimes difficult to maintain, especially during busy periods in the 
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school year, the joys and benefits witnessed by many teachers when observing 

children reconnect with and tune into their relationships with their environments 

also reignited momentum and confirmed their value: 

[T]hinking of those children who struggle maybe to make connections 

with anybody, I had a little boy…. he got on well with his teachers but 

not with other students, he sort of parallel plays rather than playing 

with other children … and he didn’t really enjoy school but I 

remember an Enviro inquiry around the worm farm… because they 

had suitable guidance alongside the freedom to shape the inquiry, 

we would get amazing writing from him … it was hands-on learning 

which he loves, and he was beginning to interact with other children 

rather than being always alone in his world, which was amazing. 

(Participant B, Teacher) 

Throughout the Enviroschools mandate, Māori perspectives enrich the design 

and implementation of action and policies for sustainability in the school 

context. The concept of ‘ako’, meaning both to teach and to learn, recognises 

how both teachers and learners bring interactions to learning and acknowledges 

the ways in which new knowledge and understandings can grow out of shared 

learning experiences (428). Learning from Māori concepts such as ako 

alongside other perspectives was described across the narratives as enriching 

the approach via insights into and wisdom around the nature and importance of 

human–environment relationships. One facilitator described it in this way: 

[I]n that context of Māori wisdom, we are part of the environment, 

there’s no distinction – you don’t go and conserve or protect and 

restore something that we are not part of … we are part of that 

equation and growing that awareness is something that from an 

indigenous perspective is so important. (Participant T, Coordinator) 
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Alongside the role of nature connection in human wellbeing, increasing levels of 

environmental degradation because of climate change necessitate viewing the 

role and importance of nature, health, and wellbeing with increasing urgency 

and through new interdisciplinary lenses (429,32,226,430). However, as 

described in the previous narrative, drawing on diverse cultural lenses, such as 

those of indigenous cultures, also has a valuable role to play in thinking about 

the underlying aims and purposes of what sustainable actions and policies in 

the school context are fundamentally aiming to achieve, alongside using 

interdisciplinary lenses. In relation to the Enviroschools approach, many 

narratives indicated that embedding Māori perspectives enriched and brought 

wisdom to implementation, enabling relationships to be conceptualised as a 

collective process of meaning-making and as a deeply personal intrinsic 

experience at the same time.  

The excerpt below expands on how principles of sustainability conceptualised 

by the approach translate into actions and policies via social processes:  

[T]hrough empowering experiences, they will become lifelong change 

makers. The collective exploration is based in the concept of ako, 

where all participants are simultaneously learners and teachers, and 

everybody learns from each other. It is a process of co-creation 

between people and all the elements and energies around us. Caring 

for our place and the whole planet becomes a living curriculum where 

skills and competencies are gained through experience and mahi 

within meaningful community settings. (Enviroschools website: 

‘Creating Change’, 2020)  

This description sets out some key factors that enable the approach to embed 

global community and indigenous community perspectives on sustainability, 
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health, and the environment within the school setting. This is approached via an 

integration of thinking that occurs when the school context is viewed through a 

sustainability lens. This application of critical thinking lays a foundation on which 

tangible actions and policies can be built via collective exploration, co-creation, 

application of knowledge, and the building of skills and competencies through 

meaningful experiences.  

 

It was valuable to explore Māori perspectives in relation to the process of 

building stronger relationships over time as part of embedding the approach into 

Figure 199 Murals 

Murals were used as a way of reflecting the values and principles associated 

with being an Enviroschool. The process of creating the murals incorporated 

the community spirit and togetherness that the approach seeks to nurture. 

Many of the chosen designs depicted the natural history of the surrounding 

area and became a source of pride and re-enforcement for the children and 

teachers. 
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the culture of a school community as it relates to and is part of the ecology of a 

wider human and non-human environment. 

Māori perspectives recognise the physical world, the spiritual, the 

cognitive and community and family in health and wellbeing, as you 

can’t separate one part out from the other, so only dealing with 

mental health for example, in a way that is separate from the other 

things, isn’t going to work. (Participant K, Facilitator) 

The above perspectives described by Participant K, are woven throughout the 

Enviroschools approach. This can be seen tangibly through the way in which 

many participants described how implementation supports them to view school 

life and learning through a sustainability lens.  

As alluded to in earlier narratives, many schools already had several actions 

and policies under way around sustainability before becoming an Enviroschool, 

so applying a sustainability lens didn’t require schools to start from scratch. The 

narratives described certain components of implementation that reflected the 

intrinsic values of facilitators and teachers. Enabling ample opportunity for 

speaking and listening to children in Enviro-groups reflected the values of 

participation and empowerment, for example. The inclusion of Māori 

perspectives and the fostering of connections between the local Marae 

(community) and schools reflected a respect for bicultural diversity and other 

ways of knowing that challenge normative patterns of thinking. Across the 

narratives, communication, social relationships, and the language used by all 

members of the school community were seen to influence the way the 

Enviroschools approach was formed and sustained over time.  
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I think that the real standout feature of the kaupapa of Enviroschools 

is that Māori perspectives are articulated and identified, it’s one of 

our foundations. It’s interesting that often people are surprised to 

hear us talking about Māori perspectives being part of what we’re 

about, because they tend to be a little more focused on thinking 

about learning for sustainability as something they associate with 

composting and things like that, rather than putting the broader 

bicultural aspects of sustainability together. Māori perspectives are 

built into cultural and social sustainability and if I have learned 

anything through my time working in Enviroschools it’s that 

relationships are everything, connections are everything, and it’s 

strongly articulated in the kaupapa. (Participant K Facilitator) 

Figure 200 How two schools represented their ongoing Enviroschools journey 

The action learning cycle is used in both schools as a structure to represent the 

processes of inquiry. In the top photograph, one school chose to depict local 

natural features (the local volcanic formations). One teacher described how this 

model was continually revisited during reflections to sustain relationships and 

connections to place. 
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This focus on how teaching, learning, and communication form and sustain 

healthy and environmentally aware behaviours is an area that has been largely 

overlooked in the health-promoting schools literature (340,115,147). At the 

nexus between health, science and, the environment, however, there is a 

growing consensus that meaningful health creation starts with meaningful 

health education (175,247,124,431). It is difficult to measure the factors or 

processes that play a role in relationships and their impact on teaching and 

learning. However, that is where the development of relational frameworks in 

the 1980s, particularly Hayes’s framework, which underpins acceptance and 

commitment therapy (ACT). This may be helpful in developing greater 

understanding in conjunction with education-specific frameworks. 

Distinguishing the notion of human behaviour from previous views centred on 

notions of prediction and control in explanative models of human behaviour 

(432) altered how human behaviour might be interpreted. Hayes’s work focuses 

on relational processes and how these processes may help guide the 

understanding of why humans behave in the way they do on a moment-to-

moment basis. This work draws on relational theories which aim to explore how 

a person’s life experiences have contributed to various states of attachment 

(with others, self, and the wider environment) and how these experiences have 

shaped unique and differentiated degrees of physiological flexibility. It is this 

notion of flexibility that strikes me as having the most to contribute in relation to 

the health/environment/educational space.  

The role of psychological flexibility came through strongly not only in 

Enviroschools narratives but also in wider educational literature around actions-

based learning and competencies, as well as resonating with the principles of 
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environment-related education and health creation. Across much of the relevant 

literature discussed in detail in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, the theme of flexibility 

came up in all key areas of school-based action and policy at both a theoretical 

and a practical level.  

Early explanatory models concerning the concept of psychological flexibility 

have grown and developed, going on to influence what is deemed the fifth wave 

of physiological understanding. These strands of thinking may help to support 

research aiming to better understand the intrinsic nature of values, judgement, 

and behaviour in the school context (433). Critiques of their broad nature and of 

their basis in already established models (434–436), however, are interesting 

perspectives to consider as they challenge the notion that new ways of 

approaching problems are never entirely new because they have sought the 

benefits of previous learning. Despite inevitable controversy, though, interest in 

relational models of behaviour change continues to grow and, as the 

implementation of Enviroschools suggests, may be a means of understanding 

the conditions and processes associated with behaviour change over time.  

The trialling of acceptance and commitment (ACT) models in the educational 

context in recent years has developed useful insights about the actions schools 

can take and the policies they can use to promote resilience and wellbeing, 

based on the concept of generating greater levels of psychological flexibility. 

ACT approaches have aimed to support school staff wellbeing and have been 

used in the design of targeted interventions for children. This has been applied 

via the development of an ACT-based “emotional health and wellbeing 

curriculum” (437). Many of these theoretical and practical applications reflect 

Sterling’s paradigm of “sustainable education” (48), particularly in the pragmatic 
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way they have utilised multiple approaches that seek to maximise both 

instrumental and intrinsic rationales for why schools may wish to transform 

practice.  

With relational schools’ approaches gaining some traction in contexts including 

the UK, more investigation needs to be undertaken to assess the feasibility and 

acceptability of ACT-based approaches in the mainstream school context in 

order to generate better understanding of implementation and effectiveness. 

This study of Enviroschools illustrates that the approach’s fidelity to the 

importance of processes occurring over time, both externally among people 

through collaboration and internally via engagement with personal values, 

thinking, and behaviour, is congruent with the processes associated with 

developing psychological flexibility, which is the key aim of the ACT approach.  

The concept of psychological flexibility is also compatible with strands of 

thinking in transformative learning, such as Homer-Dixon’s ‘prospective’ thinking 

(395), and is congruent with the nuanced strands of thinking around action 

learning (159,246,308). These ways of thinking draw attention to the 

empowering role of critical thinking, values-based action, and reflection as 

important features of health- and environment- related education in the 

Anthropocene. The processes described as occurring via the implementation of 

Enviroschools offer insights into how this conceptual thinking can be used in 

actions and policies in the school context. Enviroschools’ interdisciplinary 

framework, which draws on theories relating to systems, environment, 

resilience, and transformative learning also shares similarities with Sterling’s 

paradigm for ‘sustainable education’, which suggests that benefits arise from 
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people being able to draw on the strengths of established and emerging ways of 

thinking about problems.  

The formation of values is widely considered to influence problem-solving. 

Individual values are influenced by collective values and are more broadly 

influenced relationally and instrumentally by culture, society, the environment, 

and family (342,438). However, values are also considered to be in part 

developed intrinsically. This process relates to individual temperament, 

personality, and early years exposures, how one perceives new experiences in 

relation to previous ones, and how an individual may instinctively be drawn to 

certain values over others (439). The narratives across the study described a 

range of experiences related to implementation that effectively enabled the 

sharing of teachers’ judgements about, and values relating to the importance of, 

the environment as fundamental components of wellbeing. These intrinsic 

values were shared through modelling the process of identifying and planning 

action for and with the environment. As one teacher explained, 

[W]hen I’m teaching my kids, you know, I’ll always, kind of explain it 

to them that we’re not separate to nature and we’re not above nature; 

we are nature, that’s who we are, we are the world, we are what we 

live on and nature nurtures us, so because I already have that within 

my mindset, I just pass it on to my kids. (Participant J, Teacher) 

The above example describes how social and cultural factors play a role in 

individual behaviours, in this case changing unsustainable behaviours. The 

flexibility of the approach gave indigenous and personal perspectives space in 

the implementation process. Many teachers and facilitators recognised, 

however, that it was sometimes a difficult balance between sharing their 
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personal values and fostering the type of non-judgemental space required in 

which children could express contrary perspectives, challenge and ask 

questions, and explore their own values. One teacher explained how they 

implemented an interactive way to model to teach children how to think actively: 

[W]e like to use thinking hats – so the green, blue, red hat, for 

example. What that encourages the children to do is once they put 

on the different hat, they must think about a different perspective, 

and we use that to help develop critical thinking. (Participant P, 

Teacher) 

 

Sustaining relationships with oneself 

During ongoing engagement with the approach, continuing to explore individual 

values played a role in implementation, according to the narratives. Exploring 

values through an ongoing engagement with the approach was described as 

occurring in several ways. Two key conditions or processes that occurred 

related to the approach’s utilisation of an action learning cycle.  

Figure 201 Rural 

Enviroschool in the 

Canterbury region  

While the specific context is 

changed termly, the titles 

‘problems’, ‘solutions’, and 

‘actions’ remain constant to 

guide the process of 

implementation. 
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The roots of action learning can be traced back to the early 1990s and several 

schools of thought. According to Marsick and O’Neil, three schools, those of 

‘scientific,’ ‘experiential,’ and ‘critical’ action learning, have shaped the 

subsequent development of a range of diverse applications of action learning 

that have been since been applied across management, corporate, and 

educational contexts (397). Action learning seeks to transform learning 

paradigms from the previously widely held objectivist view towards a more 

interpretivist perspective (397) that recognises the powerful effect of social and 

cultural contexts on learning processes (160,398,438). Participants described 

the empathetic space in Enviroschools, that facilitators helped to cultivate in 

which they could develop strategies within their school environment. This space 

was crafted via an active process of identifying, planning, acting, and reflecting.  

One process described by participants was attributed to how the cycle grew 

relationships with the self through the action or processes of doing. One 

participant described how individual actions led to a ripple effect throughout the 

school: 

[A]s they move through the school journey, you hope that it gets 

deeper and wider, so it’s not just the key teacher, it’s everybody 

involved and that it is getting into the curriculum. (Participant E, 

Coordinator) 

Another narrative described how relationships with oneself grew during the 

Enviroschools journey via a process of reflection: 

[T]he main transition that happened at our school was a few, 

probably, probably the year of our reflection, we’d noticed that things 

were kind of getting that way, but it was hard when our main focus 
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was reading, writing, and maths. So, we had already taken a bit of a 

journey, we were integrating a lot of our enquiry focus and 

embedding our reading, writing, and maths within that. So, it started 

to make more sense in how we could include Enviro as part of our 

everyday curriculum. (Participant F, Teacher) 

One coordinator described the process of embedding individual values within 

the collective principles of a whole-school approach: 

[F]or green gold we do need to see strong evidence that the teaching 

staff have woven the sustainability lens through their curriculum 

across the school. And so that means when they’re sitting down as a 

board of trustees and creating visions and mission statements, 

whether their actions reflect their values and whether there is an 

alliance between the community and students … whether the 

community has been empowered to have a voice and to make 

change. (Participant G, Coordinator) 

In another narrative, a teacher explained how their school implemented the 

process described above in ways that were meaningful to their setting: 

We made sure that we have these planning prompts for our inquiry, 

so everything on this giant matrix from Enviroschools … the principal 

and I went through all of them and made sure then some way or 

another, every one of those questions was covered in the planning 

prompt, so it’s really embedded … I think the reflection process is 

good for embedding it, and just literally doing it, like just taking the 

plunge and doing the action cycle and making sure that the project is, 

yes community-orientated and, yes, local …. (Participant L, Teacher) 

The narratives above describe how processes of reflection enabled new 

connections and insights to be drawn together.  
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Thinking about pedagogy has shifted greatly over the last thirty years. 

Prominent thinkers in this area have proposed that there is an opportunity for 

teaching and learning processes to become deeper and more meaningful by 

conceptualising them as active and iterative rather than as passive linear events 

that are divorced from social context (191,440).  

According to Mezirow, engaging in critical reflections on one’s own values is key 

to meaningful learning. One of Mezirow’s influential books, Fostering Critical 

Reflection (441), uses and builds on the notion of criticality and active learning 

as more than an individual’s abilities to reason and draw on evidence: critical 

reflection in this strand of thinking “involves a critique of the presuppositions on 

which our beliefs have been built” (442). The interview data suggests that action 

learning approaches might provide opportunities to express freedoms, flexibility 

and innovation, factors that play a vital role in critical reflection.  

Many Western educational systems continue to ensure that key content is 

provided by the state. However, increasingly greater control is being made 

available to regional governance and individual schools. This process of 

devolution was discussed as a driver of integrated approaches in Chapter 4. 

The relationships between content and context and the mirrored relationship 

they represent between constraint and freedom are important for high-quality 

education across many global contexts. 

In one narrative, a teacher described how the wider cultural context in New 

Zealand had influenced their school environment and contextualised the 

Enviroschools’ aims and objectives in new ways for staff: 
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[F]or some people I think possibly initially they had a different attitude 

towards the environment, that it’s sort of not our problem, but there 

has been so much more awareness around our environment in New 

Zealand in the last 12 months, it’s definitely changed staff thinking … 

our thinking around single-use plastic, the resources with our 

photocopying, for example … so there were staff who were so anti 

anything enviro, they were going out for coffee twice a day and would 

come back with their takeaway cups both times, and seeing them go 

from that to now having a reusable coffee cup, because of climate 

awareness in the news and social media and stuff like that … there’s 

never been any sort of nastiness about it …. but I think just with 

others modelling different behaviours too, they have begun to alter 

their own perspectives slightly. (Participant V, Teacher) 

The process of learning illustrated above can be defined as “the process of 

making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of an experience, which 

guides subsequent understanding, appreciation and action” (191). What we 

perceive and fail to perceive and what we think and fail to think are powerfully 

influenced by habits of expectation that constitute our frame of reference and a 

set of assumptions that structure the way we interpret our experiences. This 

resonates with the transformers of conflict (discussed in detail in Chapter 4). 

Conflict transformation theories (356) attempt to make sense of and propose a 

framework for human progress on critical issues. Within the scope of this 

thinking, transformation is proposed as a process of continual openness to 

wider and often contrasting values and ideas – a process built on non-

judgemental curiosity.  
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The ways in which implementation influenced the process of negotiating and 

reinterpreting the role and value of sustainability for people was described 

across the narratives:  

[I]ssues about the environment are such a big thing and they’re 

becoming bigger as well… so it’s almost like at some stage we might 

just have to change how we live… that’s what we model to the 

children when we ask them to come up with ways to reduce waste or 

to reuse and upcycle old play equipment …. it’s making the kids 

aware of environmental issues and to think before you do things in a 

certain way … like, “hang on, if I do this, what’s the consequence?” It 

makes them very aware of cause and effect. (Participant L, Teacher) 

In another narrative, a facilitator reflected on the role of the kaupapa and 

values concerning the integrity and personal connection that stem from 

implementation: 

I mean the kaupapa is a kaupapa of the heart, how could it not be in 

a values-based approach? One of the strategies I find helpful in 

connecting schools with the kaupapa is when the school has been 

exploring their values, their school values. (Participant K, Facilitator) 

Over time, relationships with oneself were sustained through regular 

engagement with the process of reflection via the action learning cycle. The 

Enviroschools approach also supports schools to undertake a prolonged period 

of reflection during potential transitions between bronze, silver, and gold awards 

rather than exerting pressure regarding these transitions. Applying for these 

different awards is optional and involves the school reflecting on the actions, 

policies, and practices that they have put in place. Rather than worrying about 

what the school is yet to do, this process aims to focus on what has already 
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been achieved. During this in-depth reflection process, the school, with the 

support of a facilitator, is encouraged to think about its values and the extent to 

which these are being reflected through actions and policy and how embedded 

the sustainability lens has become in the school curricula, which might be 

reflected in planning and the work undertaken by the children. Subjective 

means of reflection on behaviours, such as how teachers may be noticing more 

empathetic or engaged discussions between children or among staff, were 

described. One teacher explained that 

there’s a huge empathy, I suppose, that comes from gaining more of 

an environmental awareness, because it’s both becoming more 

empathetic with animals and our wildlife but also empathetic with 

what humans are doing to the environment and just how that all 

correlates … and what we need to now do in order to, sort of start 

going back to what we know is going to be a healthier more 

sustainable environment, so yeah, there’s huge empathy. I mean, 

you know, just with the worm farm side of things, we noticed that 

after we did the inquiry into waste … the children started wondering 

whether it’s too cold outside for the worms and they started bringing 

them inside and just caring for them more in general. They 

appreciated what the worms were doing and the jobs they do for us 

…. (Participant V, Teacher) 

Another participant’s narrative connected the school’s relationship with 

Enviroschools with what they hoped was being cultivated in others via 

engagement with the approach: 

I have seen evidence from some of the young people that I’ve met 

and who’ve now come out of Enviroschools that it has made a 

difference. I hope that young people will feel connected … connected 

to where they live so that they’re part of it, they’re not some 
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outsider… and in feeling connected I hope that they feel that helps 

them be empowered to actually contribute to the life of that place, so 

that if they see something that needs doing they know that it’s their 

role as much as anybody else’s to do it and to help it be done. 

(Participant U, National Team)  
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Figure 202 Map (top) of a school grounds in Eastern Hutt Valley and key 

(bottom) to the map 
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Many narratives, despite expressing some initial misconceptions or concerns 

about engaging with the Enviroschool award process (based on prior 

experience with other inspection processes) described an empowering process, 

which was made so by the skill of the facilitators in cultivating an empathetic 

space through withholding their judgement and listening with a view to 

understanding. One teacher described how engagement with internal processes 

of reflection around values helped to make connections between sustainability, 

wellbeing, and social connection: 

For me, it’s about getting kids to think about their environment and 

just thinking about what impact I can have on these kids, and it may 

not necessarily be just the academic learning but just on them as 

human beings and thinking about our future society. So that’s where 

I’m kind of at in my thinking. So, for me it’s very holistic and at our 

school we think very much holistically about our kids. Here we really 

think about the importance of having positive relationships, with not 

just our children in our classroom but with all the children in this 

school, so we work on that kind of idea and having positive 

relationships drives us forward. (Participant J, Teacher) 

Courage, empathy, curiosity, critical awareness, and action-oriented 

competencies were associated variables or active ingredients that were integral 

parts of the process of empowerment. This interpretation, in which levels of 

empowerment are seen as part of a cyclical process that integrates “mutually 

reinforcing and interconnecting sub-processes,” speaks to later feminist 

critiques of established empowerment theories, which drew attention to the co-

construction and deconstruction of problems throughout processes of 

empowerment (443). Some of the narratives also situated implementation as a 
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form of social practice that sought to empower an individual to take action and 

to foster autonomy and a sense of self-determination (78).  

Facilitators were described as encouraging schools to celebrate everything that 

had been achieved so far and offering support regarding where the school 

would like to go next. The focus on non-judgement was raised across many 

narratives, and most alluded to the practicalities and pragmatism that were 

necessary for many schools experiencing a range of factors that restricted what 

they would like to do, ranging from challenging behaviours to increased 

paperwork and time constraints.  

Time was noted as a complex issue across the narratives, with teachers 

expressing concerns around having enough time in the school day to do 

everything that was expected of them, even before engaging with 

Enviroschools. Facilitators’ narratives showed that they took this seriously and 

saw it as their responsibility to assume as little as possible about the unique 

challenges facing teachers; they felt it was their role to ask questions and listen, 

with a view to understanding and empathising rather than with a view to 

responding with any kind of definite solution, which many felt was impractical. 

Facilitators often drew on the underlying kaupapa in these scenarios to discuss 

how the goals of the approach are not necessarily about reinventing the wheel 

but about empowering schools to think critically, to explore values, to take 

actions in line with these values, and to reflect on and learn from these 

processes with a growth mindset. This mindset focuses on an individual’s 

potential for growth and improvement. Furthermore, as one facilitator explained: 
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I’ve experienced people seeing Enviroschools as another extra on 

top of what they already must do. So, as I’ve gone through my 

facilitation, I’ve tried to really drive home that it’s just, you know, it’s 

not about doing extra work, you can do what you need to do at that 

time, and you can make it a part of the kaupapa by putting on that 

sustainability lens. (Participant E, Coordinator) 

After engaging with the approach over a longer period, many teachers felt that 

the kaupapa was much more than altering school buildings, cultivating greener 

playgrounds, and having recycling policies. Although all of these are important 

in their own ways, the narratives described time and again that when visiting or 

learning in an Enviroschool, its success may not just be reflected in the physical 

environment. Success can also be evident in the ways in which the staff and 

children feel empowered and how they communicate empathetically with one 

another. This was illustrated, through an evident respect for bicultural 

knowledge gained via collaboration, in how each person may be able to reflect 

on their values and in the extent to which they behave in line with those values. 

One teacher explained the often-subtle shifts in thinking that had become 

impactful for their school: 

[W]hat we try to do is to say if you’re going for a walk through the 

bush, yes, we know you’re doing your survivor skills, but can you 

also think about the impact that your presence is having, can you 

spend some time identifying native wildlife and what impact or action 

can you take on your walk to have a positive impact on your 

environment? You know, it is nothing extra, it is a shift in thinking. 

(Participant Q, Teacher) 

The narrative above reflects succinctly on how values in relation to the 

environment were interpreted diversely among teachers within their particular 
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setting and how they subsequently impacted the nature of the learning taking 

place. By reflecting on these differences, the teacher described how they were 

able to put into action incremental steps towards behaviour change that subtly 

shifted young people’s critical abilities and their awareness of what messages 

were being translated to them via the modelling of various behaviours.  

Enviroschools’ ability to cultivate a personal relationship with oneself via an 

exploration of how and why one develops certain values was considered a key 

strength of the approach across the narratives. The approach draws together 

strands from across action learning, systems thinking and sustainability 

Figure 203 Increasingly hot summers required new 

approaches to playground design  
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education, there is a clear congruence between work around inner values and 

the perceived likelihood of fostering healthier and more environmentally aware 

young people by developing educational paradigms so that there is a greater 

balance between the behaviourist and the constructivist lenses (48,189).  

Another key factor generated from participant accounts illustrates the perceived 

importance of personal, intrinsic processes as well as social processes. One 

coordinator described this as follows: 

[T]here are the two things that I see that really make a behaviour 

shift. So, either you have something that’s affected you or somebody 

else is affecting you, one or the other. I don’t see it, and haven’t seen 

it, really, in many other ways. (Participant D, Coordinator) 

This view is echoed in theories of behaviour change, which focus on the role of 

motivation and personalisation, whether in relation to health (29,444) or to those 

behaviours that relate to learning more generally (410,431,445). The 

implications of this for action and policies that aim to nurture sustainability relate 

to the importance of creating the time and space for all individuals in the school 

community (child, teacher, wider staff, and community) to experience nature 

and their environment for themselves and to have the opportunity to form 

personal relationships with those spaces. This personalisation of nature and 

environments may ensure that potential benefits from nature connection via 

actions and policy in school settings do not focus just on children but on all 

members of the school community. Such personalisation would mean that there 

is a potential maximising of the therapeutic benefits of nature connection within 

individuals and communities (20) and that the intrinsic and diverse aspects of 

nature connection are recognised (40).  
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In addition to considering instrumental behaviour change, when thinking about 

the role of intrinsic capabilities and the social processes of change that occur in 

complex systems, Nussbaum (446) includes “affiliation” as one of the central 

capabilities that contribute to human wellbeing (446). In the Enviroschools 

approach, relationships with environments provide all members of the school 

community with the grounding on which to place the role and importance of 

sustainability and a chance to explore the relationships between the 

environment, health, and wellbeing, thereby fostering levels of affiliation through 

tangible action and policies.  

Summary of the theme of relationships with oneself 

Forming and sustaining relationships with oneself was considered a vital 

component of the Enviroschools approach across the narratives. Relationships 

with oneself were defined as an internal process of meaning-making that 

involved engaging deeply with one’s personal values. Participants described 

how these values were put into practice via action, policy, and behaviours in the 

school environment, including teaching approaches that fostered 

empowerment. These empowering approaches encouraged participation and 

built critical awareness by exploring context and alternative perspectives. 

Across the narratives, internal motivation and engagement with the approach 

were linked to staying close to one’s values and the underlying reasons for 

wanting to implement the approach, which echoed wider research findings, 

including the role of relational frameworks in the design of resilience and 

wellbeing approaches (411,427,439,436,433).  
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6.4 Conclusions 

This study, which is situated in an adapted socioecological systems framework, 

explores how social processes of teaching and learning via immersive 

experiences come together and can be explained via three generated themes: 

relationships with others, with environments, and with oneself. These themes 

interpret the implementation process in ways that illuminate the underlying 

connections between diverse participants and contexts. The findings suggest 

that there is a need for greater acknowledgement of the role of adults (teachers, 

leadership, caretakers, and communities) and the environment itself in 

developing healthier and more environmentally aware young people. The 

growing success of the Enviroschools approach suggests that focusing on 

social and emotional aspects that are invariably threaded through individuals’ 

experiences is essential, for understanding how individual and collective values 

about the environment and wellbeing are formed, maintained, and challenged.  

No one school environment exists in a vacuum, and therefore further 

exploration of the connections and disconnections between curricula, learning 

objectives, and the purpose of education needs to be undertaken. Questions 

around the extent to which schools feel empowered to make the changes 

necessary to foster greater levels of knowledge and action concerning the 

environment and health are also necessary across global contexts to elicit the 

most appropriate next steps for various contexts. Finally, greater 

acknowledgement of the role of values (both positive and detrimental) in 

achieving greater sustainability and wellbeing in school contexts specifically and 

educational systems more broadly should be made a critical priority in policy 
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and research if society is going to effectively integrate holistic sustainability into 

its consciousness. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 

7.1 Overview of the thesis  

The overall aims of this exploratory interdisciplinary thesis were to examine 

what is known about the integration of health- and environment-related actions 

and policies in the mainstream school context. 

As the thesis developed iteratively, it also aimed to explore why integrated 

approaches have developed, including examining the documented drivers, to 

better understand how a school-based healthy and green approach works in 

practice. Further to this, the research used thematic synthesis techniques to 

align the drivers with appropriate and useful theory. The thesis also examined 

how an established, successful interdisciplinary approach works in practice 

within the New Zealand context.  

The primary research questions explored were as follows: 

•  What is the evidence base for integrating health- and environment-

related approaches in the school context to nurture healthy and 

environmentally aware young people? 

• What are the overarching drivers for integration proposed across 

disciplines and what do they tell us about why schools have acted or may 

act in healthier and more sustainable ways? 

• How does a holistic interdisciplinary school-based approach to fostering 

healthier and more environmentally aware young people work in 

practice?  
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This thesis consists of three empirical research studies that were designed and 

undertaken sequentially. A mixed-methods research approach was used, which 

includes qualitative research methods alongside evidence review:  

1. Systematic scoping review of global evidence (Chapter 3) 

2. Thematic synthesis of global evidence (Chapter 4) 

3. In-depth qualitative case study of New Zealand Enviroschools  

(Chapters 5 and 6) 

This chapter presents an overview of the key findings generated from the three 

primary studies; a discussion of the overarching strengths and limitations; an 

overview of implications for policy and practice; and some potential directions 

for future research. 

7.2 Thesis findings 

Figure 22 shows the key findings from each study and how the linked studies 

developed. 
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Figure 204 Thesis findings and how the studies developed 

Relationships with others: the 
processes of communication and 

collaboration between those 
involved in implementation were 
central to its success. Facilitators 

ensured that schools had an 
empathetic place in which to do 

their own work.

Relationships with environments: 
the multidimensional way in which 

the environment was perceived and 
valued among those involved in 

implementation strengthened the 
criticality and authenticity of the 
approach, but also posed values-

related challenges.

Relationships with oneself: internal 
and intrinsic processes shaped 

implementation in a relational way. 
The concepts of ‘psychological 

flexibility’ and ‘rising strong’ 
resonated with narratives.

Practice and process associated with
an interdisciplinary approach: 

examining how implementation works

Four key drivers for integration 
common across evidence:

1) Awareness of the urgency of 
environment- and human health-

related issues 

2) Systemic causes require systemic 
solutions

3) Reflective curiosity necessary to 
bridge perspectives

4) Focus on transformative action

The interpretative themes 
‘connected systems’ and ‘connected 
thinking’ help to situate the evidence 

in terms of why they have been 
perceived as useful across sectors 
and what some of the key factors 

appear to have been in 
implementation so far.

Three theories resonated closely 
with evidence:

1) Saltutongenisis (public health)

2) Conflict transformation (social 
science)

3) (Eco)sociological 
(environment/education)

Why integrate health- and 
environment-related approaches? 

Exploring the drivers

Accelerating body of empirical and 
conceptual literature.

Integration through 
teaching/learning, physical 

adaptations, ecological policy, and 
whole-school approaches.

Heterogeneous evidence largely 
lacking interdisciplinary connections.

What is the evidence base for 
integrating health- and environment-

related approaches in the school 
context?
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The systematic scoping review presented in Chapter 3 established a map of 

global evidence in the new and accelerating field of school-based health- and 

environment-related actions and policies. The review collated 87 sources (75 

peer-reviewed articles or studies), which revealed that four key areas of the 

school context had been the focus of evidence from 1998 to 2018. These areas 

were teaching and learning (n= 27), adaptations to the physical environment (n= 

23), ecologically focused policy development (n= 13), and whole-school holistic 

approaches (n= 12).  

The amount of evidence was found to have increased in the previous two 

decades, with the greatest volume of empirical evidence arising from North 

America and Australasia. Although growing, the evidence is heterogeneous in 

nature, with fragmented attempts to explain or integrate the potential role of 

theory in the design, implementation, and evaluation of healthy and green 

approaches. When considering the role that theory plays in understanding and 

making sense of data in relation to practice and process, the lack of a 

theoretical underpinning for healthy and green approaches can be perceived as 

a limitation in the evidence. A lack of theory could also result in a lack of 

rationale for school-based healthy and green actions and policies. 

Across perspectives drawn from the areas of health, the environment, and 

education, there were common factors concerning why integrating health- and 

environment-related approaches may be valuable. These factors supported an 

argument for future collaboration across the arenas of educational policy and 

practice. However, no synthesis of shared aims, goals, and underlying 

rationales for approaches had yet been undertaken. Undertaking synthesis is 

important to better understand commonalities and differences between 
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disciplines. An understanding of commonalities and differences is also key in 

order to identify appropriate theory and establish next steps for policy and 

practice. 

The next study of the thesis addressed this gap. The thematic synthesis 

presented in Chapter 4 examined and interpreted the rationales (defined 

broadly as justifications/drivers) across the multidisciplinary evidence that are 

used to explain why integrated approaches have been developed and 

presented in the literature from 1998 to 2018. Inevitably, rationales do not occur 

in a vacuum and are tied into a deeper story about how factors both drive and 

inhibit development.  

Across the multidisciplinary evidence, justifications appear to be centred on four 

key interconnected drivers:  

• The urgency of socioecological issues 

• The systemic nature of socioecological issues, which require systemic 

solutions 

• The development of curiosity 

• The fostering of capacities for transformative actions 

From these descriptive categories, two conceptual themes were generated to 

interpret convergence: ‘connected systems’ and ‘connected thinking’.  

The narrative presented in relation to the theme of ‘connected systems’ takes a 

deeper look at the evidence by examining a range of contextual factors, 

including why interdisciplinary collaboration appears to foster the necessary 

conditions for a more holistic problematisation of health- and environment-
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related concerns which, in turn, helps to facilitate innovative actions and 

policies. 

This connection resonated with Soja’s conceptualisation of a ‘third space’ (334). 

In the case of healthy and green school-based action and policy, health (first 

space) and environment (second space) are often interpreted through a 

‘socioecological’ or ‘wicked’ lens (third space). Through this ‘third space’ lens, 

health and environment are viewed as interrelated complex adaptive systems. 

This has several implications for healthy and green school-based action and 

policy, including a requirement for greater equity between human health and 

environmental health; increased critical reflection on where blind spots, 

attentional biases, and social and cultural influences may shape attitudes and 

behaviours; a greater acknowledgement of how health and environment can 

transform people and places in dynamic and sometimes unintentional ways; 

and greater recognition among stakeholders of the importance of cultivating 

participation and agency. 

In the narrative presented in Chapter 4, I present the theme ‘connected 

thinking’. ‘Connected thinking’ interprets how healthy and green actions and 

policies appear to facilitate processes of reflection which help to foster 

knowledge and skills such as utilising systems thinking, applying deeper 

degrees of curiosity, and developing critical awareness.  

The lived experiences of participants involved in the Enviroschools approach 

(presented in Chapter 6) resonated with the concept of fostering and sustaining 

‘connected thinking’ as a tool with which to develop healthy and green action 

and policy in the school context. The data collected from this study also helped 
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to further build on the concepts of ‘connected thinking’ and ‘connected systems’ 

in terms of what they look like in practice, who is involved, and how they occur 

according to context. Situated within the broad theme of relationships, three 

sub-themes were generated to make sense of the practices and processes 

which shape these relationships: 

• Relationships with environment 

• Relationships with others 

• Relationships with oneself 

The findings suggest that for participants the processes of developing a 

conceptual ‘third space’ enabled them to view sustainability as a holistic 

concept that views health- and environment-related concerns as interconnected 

rather than separate. Participants described how they felt more able to develop 

curiosity through this holistic lens, to better understand the complexity of the 

interaction between environment and human health. Over time, this lens also 

helped those involved to accrue deeper levels of reflection which translated into 

practical actions and policies which could become transformative. 

Values also shaped and guided participants’ involvement in the approach, and it 

was the capacity to return to guiding values during the inevitable ebbs and flows 

in implementation that was deemed crucial to the approach’s success and 

sustainability over time. Questions used by facilitators at regular intervals 

throughout implementation sparked inner and collective reflections around 

values, thoughts, feelings, and behaviours. Some example questions are as 

follows: 
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• What is our school kaupapa (guiding principles) and how do they fit with 

the kaupapa of Enviroschools? 

• How far have we come as a school community in terms of our 

relationships towards critical thinking and sustainability? 

• Where would we as a school community like to go next on our journey 

towards greater sustainability? 

Questions such as these facilitated the growth of deeper and more systematic 

actions and policies over time. Moreover, ensuring adequate time for reflection 

on how implementation had progressed in accordance or discordance with the 

values of the approach and those who implemented it was described as helpful 

in building the personal resilience needed to mediate day-to-day barriers to 

implementation, such as time pressures and dissenting opinions occurring 

across the school community. 

The role of the facilitator in providing an empathetic space in which schools 

could develop their own adapted Enviroschools approach provided 

accountability but also enabled teachers and school communities to retain 

autonomy. Regular support group meetings and training opportunities 

empowered and motivated teachers to cultivate their own wellbeing alongside 

the wellbeing of their students and the environment. Forming and sustaining 

relationships between those involved in implementation occurred iteratively over 

time, although a lack of time, due to teacher workload, was described as a key 

barrier to making progress with implementation of the programme. Key barriers 

such as workload pressures were mediated in part by processes which helped 

to build the agency of those involved.  
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Agency featured across participant experiences and was attributed to the ways 

in which certain processes enabled and encouraged those involved to share 

stories of their experiences – both good and bad – with other schools during 

regional network building meetings, facilitated by Enviroschools. Sharing 

experiences with peers was described as a useful and supportive way of taking 

perspective, re-engaging, and reflecting on transforming fixed mindsets into 

growth mindsets.  

Nurturing relationships with collaborative partners (including local governance 

and neighbouring communities) was described as crucial for cultivating a 

climate of curiosity about the actions schools could take and the policies 

schools could adopt to foster wellbeing and sustainability. Collaboration 

between the Ministry of Education and the Department of Conservation, for 

example, enabled a clearer message about the multifaceted dimensions of 

sustainability to be communicated to schools. Enviroschools (at both an 

individual and a national programme level) was able to gain momentum as a 

result.  

Cultural influences played a key role in how relationships with environments 

were formed and sustained over time. Participants indicated that the ways in 

which people constructed and reconstructed meaning in relation to the 

environment was influenced by the quality, volume, and timings of experiences 

in natural environments. High-quality experiences for children in natural 

environments involved being immersed in natural settings and play alongside 

peers in semi-structured ways, which supported creative collaboration and risk-

taking. Participants believed initial perceptions and knowledge of sustainability 

could evolve favourably towards being healthier and more environmentally 
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aware, but often reflected that those beliefs and behaviours were based 

strongly on cultural as well social influences, which made transformative 

processes dynamic and unpredictable. 

Strong levels of community participation, empowerment, and flexibility within 

implementation strategies helped to support programme development by 

encouraging school communities to be curious about the bicultural aspects of 

sustainability. A focus on building trust and meaningful relationships between 

people involved in the approach enabled meaningful conversations to develop, 

which informed individual schools’ vision map for sustainability so that they 

were relevant to their community interests. Bringing in other ways of interpreting 

and conceptualising sustainability and wellbeing, such as those not found in 

traditionally Western scientific schools of thought, was also thought to enrich 

implementation in several ways. It enriched the ‘third space’ in which 

Enviroschools conceptualise sustainability by drawing on Māori concepts of 

interconnectedness and socioecological systems theories.  

Internal processes associated with the implementation of Enviroschools 

included consideration of one’s own values and how these values are formed, 

as well as how they shape subsequent behaviours related to health, wellbeing, 

and sustainability. Critical reflection on one’s own beliefs was deemed 

necessary during transitions towards the acceptability and feasibility of 

threshold concepts (429) (a term often used to describe ‘third space’ 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary concepts, as an alternative to normative 

concepts) (429,175,70). Participants discussed how sustainability had initially 

been interpreted across some school communities but also across dominant 

New Zealand culture more broadly, with varying degrees of disdain, disinterest, 
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or zeal. This spectrum of perceptions about the concept of sustainability and its 

relative importance reflects its complex history in relation to its perceived role in 

society and culture more broadly (72,166). 

Using strategies such as inquiry- and place-based learning approaches was 

described as a way in which Enviroschools developed ‘connected thinking’ and 

‘systems’ among school communities. Drawing on Māori perspectives also 

enriched implementation by providing reflective questions about the nature of 

health, wellbeing, and sustainability that could spark curiosity about the complex 

connections between people and the planet. According to participant 

descriptions, a key strength of the approach was that it offered school 

communities an alternative lens through which to think about sustainability 

beyond that of dominant neoliberal narratives. This alternative lens helped 

schools to question the extent that sustainability and wellbeing are related and 

the ways in which socioecological theory may help to guide and develop an 

understanding of how relationships between people and the planet might work 

in symbiotic ways. Māori perspectives and the emphasis on systems, reflection, 

and collective action subsequently facilitated the development of engaged and 

critical action and policy. 

The narratives discussed in Chapter 6 provide a new insight into how values 

and intrinsic processes such as reflection and mindfulness may factor into 

school-based actions and policies focussing on wellbeing and sustainability. 

Implementation processes relate to similar processes found across the 

literature, such as those relating to fostering psychological flexibility (427,433) 

and a growth mindset (426,424). 
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7.2.1 Research implications 

The theory underpinning this thesis, socioecological systems theory, was 

common across the school-based health- and environment-related space. The 

systematic scoping review found that in relation to action and policy design and 

implementation, socioecological systems theories were deemed valuable and 

useful, as they provided a framework within which to explore the connections 

between health, environment, policy, and action.  

Socioecological systems theory, first developed by Bronfenbrenner (44) as a 

way to contextualise and explain human development, has been interpreted in 

dynamic ways throughout this thesis. This reflected the breadth of 

conceptualisation in the literature, as well as how the rationales for a healthy 

and green third space in schools might be interpreted. 

The application of this theory proved challenging, however, particularly when 

aiming to maintain balance between the degrees of conceptual complexity 

necessary to understand socioecological problems and being straightforward 

enough to develop indicators of what progress around socioecological-based 

action and policy looks like.  

While Chapter 6’s case study generated insights into the practices and 

processes involved in the implementation of third-space actions and policies, 

more thinking is needed to understand how robust objective evaluation methods 

could help us to understand whether they work to nurture healthier and 

environmentally friendly attitudes and behaviours. Emphasis on dynamic 

processes as well as static characteristics is important for understanding the 
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relational aspects involved in transformational change in 

health/sustainability/education spaces (see Chapters 4 and 6). 

The richness of experience captured by the qualitative interviews undertaken in 

the Enviroschools study produced in-depth and reflective insights into how 

implementation works across school contexts. Building on this data, perhaps by 

undertaking surveys or other forms of larger-scale quantitative data collection, 

might also build on this understanding in a configurative way. This may help to 

build a more comprehensive picture of how schools can become healthier and 

more environmentally aware in New Zealand and beyond. Moreover, while 

policy sectors remain drawn to quantitative data when deciding which types of 

actions to recommend to schools, or which types of policies to develop, the 

value of mixed-methods research approaches to generating evidence remains. 

The evidence generated from this thesis supports previous assertions that 

whole-school holistic approaches, already addressed in the Health Promoting 

Schools framework, may enable more comprehensive action and policy 

development and implementation. Socioecological systems theory mirrors the 

ways in which health and environment manifest across individual, social, 

cultural, and environmental aspects of daily life, making its application in whole-

school and third spaces useful. 

Across the evidence, whole-school holistic approaches also encompassed all 

four interconnected justifications for why integrated approaches were perceived 

as valuable and provided a way in which systems and thinking could be 

connected (Chapter 4). Stanger’s (45) (eco)sociological model, discussed in 

Chapter 4, proposes a more equal balance between humans and other species 
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in mainstream education. Some valuable questions arise from Stanger’s model 

around who and what is valued in third-space actions and policies in education 

contexts, and why. Further consideration of how socioecological systems-based 

approaches in the school context can develop greater balance between 

humans and other species is necessary in the quest for greater environmental 

health, a concept incorporating ethical and philosophical components. 

Whole-school approaches, however, are not without challenges, often 

generating complex evidence and posing several questions, including but not 

limited to the following:  

• How can we evaluate ethos within and across school communities? 

• How can we measure curiosity? Are objective scales enough to capture 

subjective perceptions? 

The evidence suggests that ‘connected systems’ and ‘connected thinking’ play 

a role in healthy and green strategy development and in associated outcomes. 

Shared interdiscplinary language and a shared understanding which actively 

challenge anthropocentrism may lead to more effective tools, actions, or 

policies being created. For example, just as Stanger’s argument for changing 

socioecological problems to (eco)sociological problems proposes, if the concept 

of connection was better defined across the educational policy landscape, for 

example as ‘interdependence’ or ‘crossdependence’, would a shared 

interdiscplinary language lead to stronger commonalities in understanding and 

more effective tools, actions, or policies being created in schools? If so, 

research and policy might also need to consider the following question: 
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• Do we need to define connection better in order to design effective 

school-based action and policy? 

Taking a qualitative approach, underpinned by socioecological systems theory, 

enabled me to construct meaning from people’s lived experiences. This proved 

a useful way of navigating how the implementation of a holistic approach works 

without the need for predetermined mechanisms or evaluative measures. The 

use of a flexible and broad socioecological systems framework, spanning 

individuals, environment, culture, and society, helped to situate the data 

analysis undertaken in this thesis. One aspect that came through was the 

importance of crossing the boundaries of the socioecological model to fully 

appreciate the complex conditions, factors, and personal values that shape 

health- and environment-related attitudes and behaviours.  

This crossing of boundaries resonated with Raworth’s ‘Doughnut Model’ for 

policy and related decision-making (which is dynamic rather than static) (404). 

Raworth’s model provides policymakers (across disciplines) with a framework 

with which to think about action and policy in terms of impacts on various 

members of society and on environments at various timeframes. Tools like 

Raworth’s model might spark curiosity about how action and policy influence 

and impact people and places, intentionally and unintentionally. The model may 

therefore prove a useful tool with which to make informed decisions about the 

implications for communities stemming from initiating healthy, green action and 

policy in school contexts.  

Socioecological frameworks currently guide design, implementation, and 

evaluation of health-related interventions by using the levels of the system to 
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provide variables to look out for in terms of evidence of impact (296,453,145). 

Efforts to fully understand and evaluate complex programmes implemented in 

school contexts in health- or environment-related areas, however, have found 

that evaluation remains challenging, particularly in terms of being able to 

translate successes across diverse contexts (5).  

Evidence reviews are valued in several ways, which may reflect the calls for 

evidence-based practice and resource development across policy sectors. The 

role and value of complex evidence reviews are established in public health and 

are now commonplace in the design of evidence-informed health-related 

intervention and evaluation. To a lesser extent, evidence reviews in 

environment-related fields are also gaining momentum and perceived value 

across disciplines. As most contemporary challenges are multi-sectoral, this 

may be a key determinant of the rise of the evidence review. For example, 

much of the research on physical activity in public health involves working 

closely with transport and planning, and the ways in which natural environments 

can foster therapeutic benefits is of increasing interest to environmental 

psychologists and urban planners alike.  

Further use and application of evidence reviews in this intersection may help to 

support and incentivise interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary collaboration in 

several ways: by providing a quicker and easier way of establishing what 

actions and research have been undertaken and what policies have been 

implemented; by providing synthesis of where existing knowledge sits; by 

highlighting clusters of research areas; by illuminating what preferences and 

biases may exist; and by continuing to explore what gaps in knowledge remain.  
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While the systematic scoping review noted the long-term success and rates of 

implementation of the New Zealand Enviroschools approach, it was the 

empirical study presented in Chapter 6 that enabled new understanding around 

Enviroschools practices and processes to be generated, particularly how and 

why the approach cultivated high-quality relationships among participants. This 

enabled a richer understanding to develop that was not captured by the 

evidence review alone.  

7.2.2 Policy and practice implications 

From a policy and practice perspective, the evidence generated in this thesis 

resonates with Soja’s proposal for a ‘third space’ in which to contextualise and 

approach the crossovers between humans and the environment (372). In the 

arenas of school-based healthy and green action and policy, this ‘third space’ 

can conceptualise health and environment through a holistic, rather than 

singular, lens. Cultivating third spaces across the thinking and systems which 

influence mainstream school contexts may enable an interdisciplinary or 

transdisciplinary conceptualisation of school-based actions and policy to come 

into view, which may be better equipped to address the complexity of 

socioecological or (eco)sociological problems. (48,447,43).  

Third spaces in school-based healthy and green action and policy 

In Elsden-Clifton and Futter-Puati’s study on the potential for a third space in 

initial teacher training about food systems (by integrating food (first space) and 

environmental sustainability (second space)), key areas emerged, particularly 

around issues of dominance, desirability, and the complexities of a third space 

in education (120). The implications arising from Elsden-Clifton and Futter-



   

 

250 

 

Puati’s research resonate with the findings generated from this thesis. In the 

following section I explore this in more detail. 

Third spaces can be conceptual in the sense of fundamentally integrating how 

we might think about health and the environment, evolving these concepts from 

a focus on separateness to a focus on togetherness (Chapter 4). Across this 

thesis, examples of how the concept of a healthy and green third space might 

be implemented practically were also discussed. In the Enviroschools context, 

healthy and green actions and policies developed through a conceptual third 

space and fostered knowledge, skills, and working styles, including systems 

thinking; critical awareness; self-efficacy; and relationships with environments, 

others, and oneself. Third spaces could also encompass the development of 

action, policy, and content outside mainstream curriculum development. 

Some of the evidence included in Chapters 3 and 4 revealed that transitioning 

health and sustainability approaches into third space conceptualisations 

enabled action and policy to evolve into a better position to bridge perspectives, 

challenge normative assumptions, test engrained behaviours, and eventually 

foster the capacities necessary for transformative action (280,336).  

The transition towards a third conceptual space occurred in Enviroschools, 

which developed a bicultural and ecologically pragmatic sustainability lens (their 

own version of third-space thinking). The sustainability lens sparked meaningful, 

holistic action and policy, which could then be debated, reflected on, and 

assessed for viability from different perspectives and at different time points in 

implementation.  
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Viewing sustainability as a concept that spans environment, culture, and society 

was associated with opening new collaborative opportunities between schools 

and wider policymakers. For example, using a third-space sustainability lens as 

a decision-making tool across all school-based action and policy helped 

Enviroschools to integrate healthier and greener characteristics across physical 

environments, policy arenas, and social togetherness. The sustainability lens 

became a shared lens when working with upstream education-, transport-, food 

systems- and construction-based stakeholders. By initially discussing what 

sustainability means to potential collaborators and by Enviroschools clearly 

expressing what sustainability means to them, greater clarity was able to 

develop alongside shared learning. 

In the UK context, the extent and range of school-based health- and 

environment-related actions and policies is still largely unknown (as many 

strategies may not yet have been identified by research). The systematic 

scoping review revealed a growing interest in this area from a research 

perspective, yet because little evidence exists, particularly contextual research 

evidence such as case studies, it remains unclear how high-quality practice and 

policy in this area is undertaken and sustained over time.  

Approaching health and environment as two separate spaces may continue to 

cause unnecessary competition and conflict between the two, which can be 

amplified by schools focusing on these areas as ‘additions’ to the core or central 

duties of traditional schooling. Whether we can move towards a point where the 

notion of ‘schooling’ is replaced with the more critically reflective notion of 

‘education’ (through the third space of sustainability or (eco)sociological 

systems thinking) will be an interesting consideration for future research. This 
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type of exploratory work may help to better assess the acceptability and 

feasibility of third spaces in education moving forward.  

Participants in the Enviroschools study articulated that the approach worked 

well because the programme and participants were grounded in New Zealand’s 

broad cultural principles and identities concerning equality, heritage, natural 

environments, and society. It was this distinct identity that helped to draw a 

familiar thread through a complex socioecological approach, maintaining focus 

and clarity even within an approach that also aimed to facilitate innovation, 

creativity, and empowerment through the challenging of engrained 

assumptions. How this may translate to other settings globally will be an 

interesting area of future consideration in terms of the acceptability of third 

spaces in education. 

How can policy and practice support third-space thinking?  

Greater coherence between individual school approaches, regional strategies, 

and national agendas may help to solidify the urgency of the issues in relation 

to environment and health. Greater coherence may also help to raise 

awareness of the links between systemic issues and the need for systemic 

solutions as described in Chapter 4. These links are found across wider 

evidence, including political ecologies of health (341,448) and other 

interdisciplinary policy research (125,60,61), and are linked to the success and 

sustainability of healthy and green approaches over time. 

This thesis identified some of the key areas of the school context that have 

been the focus for the development of healthy and green actions and policies 

according to the evidence. It is unsurprising that, of the four areas found, 
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teaching and learning have so far been given the most empirical and theoretical 

consideration.  

The quality of teaching and learning is perceived to be one of the most critical 

features of education and therefore is intuitively linked to nurturing healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people. This intuition is supported by wider 

theoretical literature across educational attainment, critical pedagogy, and areas 

of research concerned with autonomy in educational systems, which suggest 

that high-quality teaching and learning is inextricably linked to the levels of 

curiosity, creativity, and mastery of a given learning objective 

(160,398,449,386). However, the nature of high-quality teaching and learning 

remains subjective in many ways, and without the more transformative 

rationales presented in Chapter 4 being at least partially engaged with on a 

comprehensive scale (through teacher training, for example), it remains unclear 

how third-space teaching and learning will become mainstream. 

Processes of interdisciplinary collaboration have been found to be complicated 

and resource heavy (207,450,451). Common issues facing schools, including 

finite resources, an overcrowded curriculum, and limited time, may inhibit the 

process of interdisciplinary collaboration (181,257,251). The Coronavirus 

pandemic has been another example of the complex pressures facing schools 

(172,173). Healthy and green approaches must therefore not add to already 

overburdened educational systems.  

The challenge will be to explain how integrating health- and environment-related 

approaches, rather than approaching these areas separately, may be useful in 

adapting to and mitigating the socioecological issues that shape contemporary 
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environment, culture, and society. This explanation may be strengthened by 

drawing on the evidence which describes how holistic approaches (43,233) that 

apply a third-space lens in school-based action and policy may reorient current 

practice in healthier and greener ways. This reorientation may help to nurture 

healthier and more environmentally aware school communities without falling 

into a trap of simply layering additional work on top of existing practice. 

Are we ready for third spaces?  

Third-space health- and environment-related actions and policies are important 

as they have the potential to build curiosity, reflection, and empathy. These 

facets of emotional intelligence and critical thinking are closely linked to 

capacities for resilience and for relationships with environments, others, and 

oneself. As these characteristics are closely interlinked with good mental health 

and considering that the fastest-growing non-communicable diseases among 

young people are related to mental health (452), the role of third-space health- 

and environment-related actions and policies in the school context may become 

increasingly important.  

While this thesis examined the factors influencing the practice and processes of 

a holistic interdisciplinary approach in the New Zealand context, further 

exploration of implementation that may have developed and been implemented 

in other contexts in the years subsequent to this research is also necessary 

(43,233). Further examination may speak to the transferability of these findings 

across education and policy sectors by providing greater understanding of the 

contextual factors that impact interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary 

collaboration among sectors. How “the persistent challenges of funding silos 
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and disciplinary specialisation of those drawn to work in one or the other of 

these areas” impacts on development (263) will also remain key. 

There remains a need to better understand the complex nature of the 

relationships between environment and health, and to better understand how 

research can support a movement across mainstream education and policy 

towards problematising health- and environment-related concepts as 

‘socioecological’ or ‘(eco)sociological’ concepts (140). The role that integrating 

health and environment may play needs to be more fully explored to support 

future implementation and its potential movement into mainstream policy and 

education arenas. In view of this, the following actions may be useful: 

• Developing and testing the feasibility and appropriateness of an adapted 

socioecological theoretical model in relation to health and environmental 

sustainability in the school context 

• Further participatory work examining what an evolution in concepts and 

content might mean for the environment, culture, and society in which 

mainstream education is situated 

• What an evolution in concepts and content might mean for contextual 

application, for example in teaching and learning, and in both initial and 

ongoing teacher training 

7.3 Overarching strengths and limitations 

The research undertaken and presented in this thesis provides some useful 

contributions to the emerging nexus between health, environment, and 

education, specifically to understanding the drivers, associated theory, and 

practices and processes of successful healthy, green action and policy in the 
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school context. While the specific strengths and limitations of each study are 

discussed in the corresponding chapters, the strengths and limitations of the 

overall research contributions are summarised below.  

This thesis did not attempt to measure the efficacy of healthy and green actions 

and policies. Examination of the evidence in Chapters 3 and 4 indicates that 

trying to do so may be inherently problematic. Measuring what works in school-

based interventions across heterogeneous contexts is dependent on multiple 

factors and therefore complex. However, despite these challenges, examining 

the personal experiences of those involved in a healthy and green school-based 

intervention, through taking an exploratory look at practice and process, 

enabled a rich and context-driven understanding of subjective experience to be 

generated. 

Chapter 6’s Enviroschools study addressed some of the gaps highlighted by a 

recent Health Promoting Schools systematic review (5), which noted that there 

is currently limited research into how to engage families and communities in 

health promotion outside the immediate school context and that this research 

has limited “in-depth contextual or process data”. Moreover, the study also 

responded to the assertion that intervention theories are “insufficiently complex, 

often ignoring upstream determinants of health” by examining how 

Enviroschools’ utilisation of socioecological theory actively embraced 

complexity across upstream policy and educational landscapes.  

Researching an interdisciplinary topic spanning the school-based 

health/environment nexus via an interdisciplinary research design was a 

strength of the research undertaken and presented in this thesis. A key strength 
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of this interdisciplinarity related to viewing health- and environment -related 

action and policy area from outside the predetermined boundaries of one 

disciplinary perspective. As an emerging conceptual area located across 

various fields and research traditions, the research design needed to be 

exploratory (finding out about the field bit by bit), and iterative, reacting to what 

was found; for example, adding the deep-dive thematic synthesis to better 

understand the drivers and concepts within the scoping review evidence and 

building on how a successful approach works in practice.  

By pragmatically observing, describing, and mapping the evidence, and by 

constructively synthesising the evidence to make sense of the rationales and 

drivers, I was able to avoid trying to make the evidence ‘fit’ within one pre-

established way of thinking. I was able to make assessments about the data 

with limited bias and to explore and present critically constructive propositions, 

aimed at sparking further inquiry and challenge. 

The evidence, arguments, and claims generated and presented in this thesis 

make some progress towards understanding the conditions of a 

health/environment/education integration and towards understanding what 

actions and policies schools might take to nurture healthier and more 

environmentally aware young people. Progress has been made by mapping the 

existing global evidence, by generating conceptual themes to explain why 

integrated approaches have increasingly developed over the past twenty years, 

and by providing in-depth contextual examples of how school-based practices 

and processes in the third space of sustainability work in practice, which may be 

transferrable to other contexts. 
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In trying to understand/speak to three sectors/fields that have different 

epistemological expectations, the scope and range of the evidence included in 

the initial scoping was inevitably both large and complex. As discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter 3, using relatively narrow predetermined search 

strings, although important for transparency, caused some useful evidence to 

be missed. However, the transparent acknowledgement of subsequent inclusion 

of pertinent evidence, rather than unnecessarily restricting the sample, was a 

pragmatic and useful way of reflecting on this issue more broadly and exploring 

why some evidence was missed. In the case of the development of the thematic 

synthesis from the initial systematic scoping review, this learning focused on 

strengthening the understanding of how health is understood or problematised 

across environmental disciplines as ‘wellbeing’ or ‘resilience’ by including 

previously ‘unseen’ but relevant sources (48,154). 

Researching an emergent interdisciplinary topic that is dynamic in the sense 

that it is built on the idea of integration led to the need to undertake a ‘scoping’ 

review rather than an ‘effectiveness’ review. To reiterate, I found the process of 

examining health and the environment from across multiple bodies of evidence 

that look at these issues from different angles challenging, in terms of both 

capturing them and organising them in an unbiased way (297). This was, 

however, a worthy pursuit, as it was through this initial process of ‘scoping’ 

global evidence that I was able to subsequently undertake thematic synthesis.  

Thematic synthesis generated interpretative insights into the drivers and 

perceived value of integrated approaches in a truly interdisciplinary way (by not 

approaching the concept from any one primary disciplinary perspective). 

Moreover, considering the dynamic nature of school contexts and the nuanced 
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ways in which individual schools’ approach similar topics, actions, or policies, it 

was important to embrace diverse perspectives and types of evidence. Perhaps 

shifting the types of questions that evidence reviews seek to answer, from 

closed to open, may help to embrace inquiry-led process and practice in 

subsequent reviews in this area. Once complex evidence is collated, thinking 

around how it can continue to be utilised in ways that extend meaning and 

understanding remains key to making further progress in this interdisciplinary 

intersection and ensuring that community voices that the research seeks to help 

or understand are included (297) .  

Undertaking school-based research during 2020-2021 was shaped in many 

ways by the Coronavirus pandemic. The empirical work of the thesis was 

initially going to conclude by presenting a baseline understanding of how 

healthy and green approaches are currently being implemented in schools 

across Cornwall, in the southwest of the UK. Although a survey was developed, 

piloted, and distributed to primary and secondary headteachers, a low response 

rate, amplified by a range of factors, not least its timing in 2020, meant that the 

sample was not large enough for meaningful analysis. 

How the impacts of the coronavirus will manifest across research, policy, and 

practice in this area is not yet known, although health dimensions might impact 

the dominance of human health as the first space in the school-based health 

and environment intersection. This may impact future research with schools, the 

use of natural environments (in both positive and negative ways), and political 

instability in terms of school funding and socioeconomic inequalities. 
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7.4 Overall conclusions 

Integrated approaches are gaining momentum across many school settings 

globally. The nascent and accelerating nature of the field, however, requires 

further research, as no one area of the school context is well understood in 

relation to integrated approaches. The evidence suggests that the integration of 

health- and environment-related approaches in the school context may be 

occurring more due to the increase in collaboration that is taking place at 

research and policy levels in response to climate- and health-related concerns. 

This collaboration can be interpreted as greater connections occurring between 

systems. Once implemented in ways that incorporate socioecological systems 

theory (through the inclusion of individual, community, and environmental 

components), integrated approaches can also be conceptualised as facilitators 

of connected and critical thinking across school communities.  

In the health/environment/education intersection, developing commonalities in 

language may be beneficial. This evolution of language may facilitate a better 

understanding of the ways in which problematisation biases and proliferates the 

very types of human-centred thinking that caused the ecological crisis in the first 

place.  

Developing and nurturing high-quality relationships with the self, others, and 

environments that support the level of deep learning that might (through 

embracing the vulnerabilities of people and the planet) facilitate the conditions 

needed for transformative action and policy in a fundamental and philosophical 

way is important. This lends itself well to the forms of relational processes linked 

with building better health and wellbeing more generally that are found across 

wider health literature (141,142,78).  
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Focusing on relationships, whether between people, with oneself, or with the 

environment, facilitated processes involving critical reflection, curiosity, and the 

opportunity to reassess positions and behaviours. This emphasis on 

transformation, action, and moving forward may help to nurture healthier and 

more environmentally aware young people by nurturing the conditions 

necessary for more socially connected, resilient, and curious school contexts.  

Some concrete examples were evident in the practices and processes related 

to the implementation of Enviroschools. These included the use of a holistic 

sustainability lens through which to develop and implement action and policy, 

the role of support networks, and trained facilitators who empowered individuals 

and schools by ensuring that they had an empathetic space in which they could 

do their own work. Furthermore, the role of regular accountability through 

structured reflection periods helped schools to take ownership and focus on 

solutions as well as problems.  

Finally, I argue that learning about human health from 2021 onwards only 

makes sense when the connections between humans, environments, society, 

and culture are critically explored and navigated. Nutrition, for example, makes 

sense in the context of food miles and farm-to-plate processes. Wellbeing 

makes sense in the context of considering life beyond existing consumption 

patterns and the role of green spaces in regenerating inner peace and nature 

connection.  

While this thesis cannot objectively prove that considering health and 

environmental sustainability issues as two sides of the same coin will ensure 

better outcomes for young people. This thesis can, however, subjectively 
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propose robust evidence for the potential of integrated approaches to nurture 

healthier and more environmentally aware young people by focusing on the 

holistic socioecological nature of environmental and human health problems.  

Furthermore, this thesis shows that a long-term and successful integrated 

approach involves high-quality relationships with the self, others, and 

environments. What the process of integration may boil down to moving 

forward, however, may be preferences, values, and financial investment 

opportunities. What integrating these concepts into a ‘sustainability’ or 

‘(eco)sociological lens (140) might achieve, though, is ensuring that schools 

better reflect the four key descriptive drivers identified in Chapter 4: 

• An awareness of the urgency of issues related to the environment and 

human health  

• A need for systemic solutions to wicked problems  

• Increased levels of reflective curiosity  

• A focus on transformative actions 

Shifting the focus from why actions and policies have developed towards how 

they work in practice by continuing to examine growing strategies implemented 

across diverse school communities may help develop new insights, connecting 

systems and thinking in beneficial ways. This may include drawing new insights 

into how actions and policies can be sustained over time; investigating whether 

and if so, how successful approaches support or challenge established 

theoretical explanations; and examining the most appropriate ways in which to 

evaluate the effectiveness of healthy and sustainable actions and policies. 
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Using an interdisciplinary framework as a starting point or inspiration to design, 

implement, and evaluate school-based strategies was subjectively associated 

with improved rates of healthy and sustainable actions and policies. However, 

success appeared to be closely tied to relational processes that are linked to 

environments, others, and oneself. As the evidence suggests, these relational 

processes are iterative and subjective, and how researchers and policymakers 

can evaluate approaches effectively is a complex issue.  

As the acceptability and feasibility of translating the Enviroschools framework 

into contexts outside New Zealand poses ethical as well as practical 

implications, I advocate drawing on the concept of nurturing and growing high-

quality relationships with the self, others, and environments as a key process 

and practice that would translate across global contexts in an ethical and 

practical way. 

The methodological, policy, and practice implications of these findings for 

integrated health- and environment-related approaches in the school context 

have indicated many fruitful areas for future study. However, these implications 

are not definite or complete. Rather, they are evidence-informed starting points 

for future school-based health- and environment-related actions and policies. 

It is from these existing seeds, as well as those yet to be discovered, that 

healthy and green actions and policies might grow in the mainstream school 

context.  
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4. Interview topic guide used in Enviroschools case study 

  Healthy Green Schools 
 (Exeter Medical School PhD) 

NZ Interview/ Topic Guide  
VERSION NUMBER 1: DATE 22/05/19 

 
Introduction 

 
Thank you for your time and showing an interest in this project. My name is 
Rachel Proctor, I am a PhD student at the European Centre for Environment 
and Human Health based in Cornwall, UK. I’m here/speaking with you today 
because I would like to ask you some questions around health and 
sustainability in schools in New Zealand. 
 
Have you had a chance to look over the information sheet and consent form 
provided via email before today? Do you have any questions? Can I explain 
anything?  
 
This study involves an open-questioning technique where the precise nature of 
the questions asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on 
the way in which the interview develops. Consequently, although the Medical 
School Research Ethics Committee is aware of the general topics to be 
explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to review the 
precise questions to be used.  
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you 
feel uncomfortable, you may decline to answer any particular question(s). You 
can also withdraw from the study at any stage for any reason, without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
Do you have any questions? 
 
Thank you for providing written consent which was sent to you via email in 
advance of today’s meeting. 
 
Are you happy for me to switch on the voice recorder?  
 
 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your role/ experience working in or 

with schools? E.g., how long have you been in your current role? 

Could you tell me more about any other roles you may have had 

that have either been in or linked to schools? 

 

2. Can you tell me about Enviroschools? 
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3. Can you tell me (more) about the philosophy and aims of 

Enviroschools? 

 
4. How is Enviroschools implemented in schools? 

 

5. Can we go back to the early days of Enviroschools, how did the 

relationships with schools get started? 

 

6. How has Enviroschools developed since? 

 
7. Can you tell me more about the factors that Enviroschools have 

experienced over the years, what factors have helped build success 

and what factors have been barriers? 

 

8. From what I’ve read/interviews I’ve conducted before, a core 

element of Enviroschools seems to be developing action 

competence. Have you heard of this? In your experience, do you 

think developing action competence is a priority for your school or 

the schools you work with? If so, how do you think Enviroschools 

develops action competency? 

 

9. How do you think Enviroschools is preparing young people for their 

future lives? 

 

10. Where do you see Enviroschools going in the future? 

 

11. Is there anything else you’d like to add or share relating to my 

questions or project? Such as any top tips for schools around 

undertaking healthy green approaches? 

 

12. These interviews help me to scope for my project; is there anyone 

else you can recommend talking to?  A particular person or a 

school perhaps? 
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5. Information sheet provided to Enviroschools study 

participants 

 
 

Healthy Green Schools 
Interview Information Sheet for Participants (Version 7: 12/07/19) 

 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate. 
 
What is the aim of the project? 
This qualitative case study is nested in a broader PhD project funded by the University of 
Exeter Medical School. The PhD aims to investigate the practises and polices schools can take 
to develop healthier and more environmentally aware young people. Enviroschools is one 
such initiative that seeks to develop healthier and more environmentally aware behaviours 
across the mainstream school context. This study is seeking to learn more about the initiative 
including the facilitators, barriers and ‘key ingredients’ that play a role in its implementation. 
Document analysis of relevant polices and curricula is also being undertaken alongside 
interview data. 
 
Why Me? 
You are being invited because of your involvement with education, public health and/or the 
Enviroschools initiative. 
 
What will participants be asked to do? 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to take part in a semi-
structured interview with PhD researcher Rachel Proctor. This can be done at a mutually 
convenient time (during office hours) at your place of work or in a public place such as a café. 
Interviews can also be undertaken over Skype or over the telephone if you would prefer. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 
This is considered a low risk non-sensitive project. No disadvantages or risks are apparent. If 
you as a participant decide to withdraw at any point there will be no disadvantage. 
 
Time commitment  

The interview should take no longer than 50 mins of your time. 
 

Payment  
No payment is offered for involvement in this part of the project. 
 
Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the Project? 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time without any disadvantage to 
yourself of any kind. Participants can ask to withdraw verbally or in writing by contacting one 
of the two lead researchers, Rachel Proctor or Andrew James Williams via the contact 
information at the bottom of this information sheet. If at the point of withdrawal, data has 
already been collected and analysed, only strictly anonymised data will be kept and used 
within the project. 
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How will my information be kept confidential? 
The University of Exeter processes personal data for the purposes of carrying out research in 
the public interest. The University will endeavour to be transparent about its processing of 
your personal data and this information sheet should provide a clear explanation of this. If you 
do have any queries about the University’s processing of your personal data that cannot be 
resolved by the research team, further information may be obtained from the University’s 
Data Protection Officer by emailing dataprotection@exeter.ac.uk or at 
www.exeter.ac.uk/dataprotection.  
 
You will be asked to provide optional contact details. You will be asked for consent to be 
contacted by the researchers regarding further information about the project. 
 
What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 
The discussion will be based on some open questions around your experiences working in or 
with schools. This information will help the project to better understand what sorts of 
initiatives are taking place in schools that seek to nurture healthier and more environmentally 
aware behaviours and what associated factors influence practise and policy. This data will be 
analysed and presented as a chapter in a PhD thesis and may be published as an academic 
paper. Data will also be used to inform the design of later stages of the PhD project. The 
discussion will be recorded via an electronic recording device and used later for purposes of 
transcription and analysis. 
 
This study involves an open-questioning technique where the precise nature of the questions 
asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the 
interview develops. Consequently, although the Medical School Research Ethics Committee is 
aware of the general topics to be explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able 
to review the precise questions to be used. In the event that the line of questioning does 
develop in such a way that you feel uncomfortable, you may decline to answer any particular 
question(s). You can also withdraw from the study at any stage for any reason, without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
The recorded data will be anonymised, transcribed and the information will be stored on a 
password encrypted University of Exeter server. Unless you as a participant indicate you would 
like to be identifiable in future analysis and writing up of results, all participants will have an 
anonymous ID number generated. Participant contact details will be stored separately from 
research data. The data will be stored for up to 5 years after completion of the project in 2020 
and a summary of responses may be shared with other researchers. As the questions are 
based on professional duties and knowledge around healthy green policy and practice, no 
sensitive data is anticipated to be gathered.  
 

What if participants have any questions? 

If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either:-  

Rachel Proctor: European Centre for Environment and Human Health 

Contact: Telephone: +44 (0) 1872 258131 – Email: rp502@exeter.ac.uk 

Or, 

http://www.exeter.ac.uk/dataprotection
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Andrew James Williams: European Centre for Environment and Human Health 

Contact: Telephone: +44 (0) 1872 258156 – Email: a.williams2@exeter.ac.uk 
 
Complaints 

If you have any complaints about the way this study has been carried out please contact the 
Chair of the University of Exeter Medical School Research Ethics Committee:-  
Ruth Garside via (uemsethics@exeter.ac.uk). 

  

mailto:a.williams2@exeter.ac.uk
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