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Abstract

Ecoclubs are often devalued in their effectiveness at promoting Environmental
Education because of their extracurricular nature. In theory, extracurricular programs offer a
flexible learning opportunity that is founded in constructive learning where students can
actively construct meaning while relating what they learn to real world issues and concepts
(Olusegun 2015; Loughland, Reid, & Petocz 2010). The purpose of this study is to explore the
roles of Ecoclubs in secondary schools as a means of contributing to the improvement of
Environmental Education within Ontario. This qualitative study examines the effectiveness of
Ecoclubs in developing environmental behaviour and action in students. A secondary data
analysis of two case studies based within India and Australia was used to explore Ecoclubs
within secondary schools. The Ecoclubs within these countries are framed within different
contexts of Environmental Education, but nonetheless provide informative perspectives on
Environmental Education in extracurriculars as a whole. The findings of my study suggested that
Ecoclubs effectively promote learners’ environmental behaviour and actions through the
development of the ecological self . The term ‘ecological self’ refers to connectedness with
nature (Naess, 2005; Wilson, 1996) and existing with nature (Splitters, 2015). The findings of my
study also highlighted the theme of interconnectedness through the cyclical progression and
development of the ecological self and what | term ‘new’ environmental awareness. Integrating
Environmental Education in extracurriculars suggests a need for more funding, improved
management and execution of the program and more opportunities for the professional

development of teachers in the field of Environmental Education.
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Foreward

Through this Major Research Paper, | wanted to investigate informal ways of learning
and methods of implementing Environmental Education in secondary schools. Specifically, | was
curious about the role that Ecoclubs play as an extracurricular activity in Environmental
Education. As a student who has participated in these clubs and as a teacher who has overseen
some activities executed by them, | felt a need to give extracurriculars the attention they
deserve and to discover alternate access points of effective Environmental Education within
them. During the second term of my Masters of Environmental Studies program, | attended the
Eco Links 2019 conference and left feeling inspired and encouraged because of all the resources
available to teachers to implement in their Ecoclubs. Extracurriculars and specifically Ecoclubs
are often considered informal teaching, as much of what a student learns within this context is
typically not taught through a textbook. This experience at the conference became the catalyst
for my study.

My graduate research connects to the three major components of my plan of study. My
first component is Environmental Education for environmental behaviour. The analysis of data
indicates a cyclical progression of the ecological self, which eventually evolves into
environmental behaviour.

The second component, Social Constructions of Nature, is reflected in my analysis of the
study’s findings. Social constructions of nature, through personal life experiences or through
formal education, influences one’s perception of nature in turn impacting their connection to it.

An analysis of student responses throughout both case studies highlighted this component.
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The final component of my plan of study is Environmental Ethics. Studying David Orr
(2004) taught me that we will not save what we do not care about or value. This led me to the
guestion that fuelled my research: What behaviours need to be developed that lead to caring
for and valuing the environment? This research paper fulfills this component through the study
of values as a component to the ecological self and environmentalism. Environmental values

influence environmental attitudes and becomes an intrinsic notion of environmental behaviour.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Changes in the Earth’s environment and its natural systems have become increasingly alarming
and thus deserve urgent attention. While the situation is complex, there is unanimous recognition that
the necessary solutions lie in committed actions from global, provincial, and local authorities in
addition to private, individual action. At the provincial level in Canada, the education system plays a
vital role in educating and preparing future generations as engaged and empowered citizens who will
be imperative in shaping the future of the global environment. Environmental Education has generally
come to be seen as a world-wide solution towards solving the most pressing issue our of time, but
many have contested its value and meaning. In reference to Western, formal education systems, Sauvé
(1996) describes the goal of education as “the optimal development of people, with an emphasis on
autonomy and critical thinking” (p.9). Within any form of education then, the broad goal (s) should
always circle back to autonomy and critical thinking. The goal of Environmental Education in particular
highlights the importance of autonomy as it is ultimately our behaviours and actions that will improve
the current state of the environment and prevent further destruction. Effective Environmental
Education is a tool that can be used to inform critical thought processes and actions so that we can
actively achieve this goal. The moral values of Western Environmental Education are to inhibit negative
environmental attitudes and ethical behavior and to change/criticize them when needed (Palmer,
1998, p. 10). However, policy makers too often segregate the goal of Environmental Education from
its moral values leading to environmentally literate but inactive citizens. In reality, the moral values of
Environmental Education may, in large part, be what will enable educators to achieve the goal of

Environmental Education since it is essentially action based. Thus, to achieve this wide-ranging goal,
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Western society must develop and produce environmental advocates, stewards, and citizens who will
act on behalf of the environment. As Palmer and Neal further explained: “If the ultimate aim of
Environmental Education is to sustain our planet and its resources for future generations, then a
related aim must be to provide an education which encourages people to strive towards that goal”
(Palmer & Neal, 1994, as cited in Loughland, Reid, & Petocz, 2010, p.187).

In its current state and measured by its own goal, Western Environmental Education is sadly
unsatisfactory. This is evident simply through the current state of today’s environment. Instead of an
improvement, today we see further degradation to the environment causing significant damage to
resources while contributing to climate change. As previously mentioned, Environmental Education
can be a tool to combat environmental issues and achieve sustainability. Thus, the question becomes
“How can Environmental Education be improved?” This is a very broad question that has been
addressed by numerous professionals in the field of Environmental Education. As an attempt to answer
this question in a unique way, | decided to further analyze a quote from David Orr (2004): “It is not
education, but education of a certain kind that will save us “(p. 8).

Currently, the Ontario Ministry of Education holds environmentally literacy as the primary goal
of Environmental Education. The Ontario Ministry of Education (2007) defines environmental literacy
as an important outcome of environment education that teaches students the knowledge and
perspectives required to understand public issues and place them in a meaningful environmental
context (p.6). By this definition, there is no overt connection between environmental literacy and
environmental action. If the Ontario school system is meant to teach students how to act in order to
improve the environment, which is the goal most commonly shared among environmental educators,

the Ministry’s goal of environmental literacy needs to be paired with behavior that leads to action. As
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Hudson (2001) further explained, “Environmental Education must lead from awareness to action. This
message should be reflected in program design and implementation, as well as the way Environmental
Education is designed and valued” (p.287). Thus, Environmental Education strategies need to be
critically analyzed in order to effectively align them with the appropriate educational goals. If the
system is only teaching students one component of Environmental Education through passive learning,
how can they be expected to solve the issues that require not only environmental knowledge and
literacy, but also environmental action? The restriction of this learning strategy means other strategies,
such as active learning, and other components of Environmental Education, are overlooked. By what is
excluded in the current attempt at educating students in environmental education, the students are
taught the misconception that we can win the race without reaching the finish line. That is, students
are taught that the pressing issues of our environment can be solved through passive learning. To reach
the finish line, however, we must engage them in active learning that develops pro-environmental
behavior and attitudes.

Environmental Education needs to evolve from its base in content knowledge to a more active
and hands on learning experience. As Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) argued, environmental
knowledge is rarely linked to environmental behavior (p.250). Therefore, to focus on ways in which
students can develop or strengthen their environmental behavior and attitudes (outside of the
textbook) means to question the current practices critically and potentially shift the focus to a
different type of learning experience. In actual practice, it is through the extra-curricular programs
where students are participating in hands-on activities, such as recycling, gardening, watershed
cleanup, and outdoor retreats, where they are engaged in an authentic and meaningful learning

experience.
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While the current attempt to teach environmental issues stems from provincial Ministry
relayed documents related to curricula, research has determined that the way in which these courses
are taught is critical to effectively engaging students in Environmental Education (Olusegun, 2015;
Loughland et al., 2010; Jose, Patrick, & Moseley, 2017; Moseley, Summerford,Pashcke, Parks & Utley,
2019; James and Williams, 2017; Ardoin, 2006). Thus, both what we are teaching students and the
method in which we teach them are important to the success of Environmental Education. Without
an equal division of these two elements, Environmental Education will continue to find itself
stagnant. Although the Ontario Ministry of Education has implemented some adequate
environmental content to secondary curricula, there needs to be a stronger focus on how teachers
can effectively teach it. Aside from curricula-based education, teachers are expected to participate in
extracurricular activities within the school community. Often, extra-curricular activities are
overlooked as providing a meaningful learning experience to students. In environmental-related
extracurricular activities, strategies such as place based education and experiential education are
often present allowing students to make learning meaningful and effective by connecting content
knowledge to real world experiences through hands-on learning. However, taken less seriously than
classroom-based learning, some extracurricular activities do not run as a result of the lack of student
interest and/or teacher/student commitment to the program. As the goal of Environmental
Education is essentially to develop pro-environmental behavior and actions amongst today’s youth,
the lack of focus and commitment to environmental-focused extracurricular activities is problematic.
Considering what they have to offer, extracurricular activities should be taken more seriously in
Ontario’s school systems. Thus, Chapter Two will review the Ontario Ministry of Education’s role in

effective and comprehensive Environmental Education within Ontario, while highlighting the gaps in
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this initiative. A further analysis will then flesh out the possibilities of extracurriculars as valuable
programs that can further minimize these gaps.
Constructivist Framework

The framework for this study is a constructivist framework. Constructivism focuses on the
learning by doing philosophy (Hudson et al. 2001), where students are presented with opportunities
to learn by engaging in actions related to the intended goal or outcome. If the broad purpose of
Environmental Education is taken to be teaching students the necessary skills to reach the end goal of
preserving the environment, then the approach to Environmental Education should provide
opportunities for students to learn how to adapt these skills. Constructivist learning enables students
to construct their own meaning through their own beliefs, attitudes and experiences (Olusegun 2015,
p. 66). Students may develop problem solving skills if what they are learning does not match with
past knowledge or experiences. They are also exercising critical thinking skills in this way as they
guestion their previous knowledge and strive to make deeper connections through personal
experience. Constructivist learning teaches students to become active rather than passive learners.
Therefore, the environment in which they learn should provide the opportunity for active learning
(Olusegun, 2015, p.67). As the nature of extracurricular activities is based in active and hands-on
learning, constructivism is naturally underpinned within these programs. Thus, this research is
framed within a constructivist approach to learning about the environment. By experiencing the
world directly, learners derive meaning from these types of experiences (Olusegun, 2015, p.67).
Environmental extracurricular programs that engage in activities such as gardening, field trips, and
creek cleanups are examples of how students experience the world directly. These activities are also

examples of common environmental learning strategies, such as experiential learning and place-
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based learning. Strategies underpinned by constructivism are often seen within Environmental
Education case studies throughout the world. However, these strategies are not exclusive to
extracurricular activities. Both extracurricular and co-curricular activities exhibit constructivist
learning strategies, the difference being that cocurricular activities are limited in time spent within

the activities as the first priority lies within reaching curriculum expectations.

Research Problem

| have highlighted how environmental literacy is the primary goal and initiative of
Environmental Education in Ontario. It is also a problematic approach to Environmental Education
because it is only one tool in the tool box needed to solve complex environmental issues. Potter
(2009) suggests that environmental scholars, educators and policy makers need to improve the
understanding of policy makers in what is needed to become environmentally literate, as well as
thoroughly understanding what environmental literacy really means and why it’s so important to
Environmental Education (p.27). Although environmental literacy can benefit from improving its
clarity, it is not problematic within itself. Rather, as the primary goal of Western Environmental
Education it becomes problematic because it leaves no room in the curriculum for environmental
behavior and action initiatives. In reality, it will be the environmental behavior and actions of today’s
Canadian youth that will help Western society reach tomorrow’s goal of improving and preserving
the state of the environment. These are important considerations if the goal is to implement effective
environmental education into the context of formal schooling. The common saying “Do not reinvent
the wheel” is relevant advice to follow in hopes of avoiding unnecessary and redundant edits to the

current state of Environmental Education. Improving the wheel instead of reinventing it can be an
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effective approach to improving current environmental education strategies and the effectiveness of
Environmental Education. Paying particular attention to the role of policy makers in Environmental
Education initiatives is a critical step to improving the ‘wheel’. Loughland et al. (2010) and Potter
(2009) support this approach as they argued that efforts of researchers in Environmental Education
are better directed towards a critique of the values of the broader education system rather that the
refinement of Environmental Education’s own very small part of the curriculum (Loughland et al.,
2010, p.195; Potter, 2009). The research problem of this paper is identified by this recommendation.
The Ontario Ministry of Education’s goal of Environmental Education does not align with the intended
outcome of the general scope of Environmental Education. Many scholars within the field of
Environmental Education agree that its intended outcome is to produce environmentally active
citizens who have been given the tools through education to preserve the environment (Suave 1996;
Palmer, 1998; Loughland et al., 2010; Hudson, 2001) . As a response to this flaw in policy, this
research will examine ways to improve the Ministry's goal of Environmental Education by means of
exploring environmental extracurriculars that develop environmental behaviour and action through
the use of existing knowledge in environmental literacy. Specifically, | will explore the roles that
environmental extracurricular activities can play in Environmental Education in Ontario. | draw
support from environmental education scholars, such as Palmer (1998), who asserts that exploring
practices of Environmental Education that are currently, and relatively widely, employed at schools in
Canada is a better use of time and energy; therefore, | will suggest improvements and changes to
implementing those current practices rather than wasting time and energy reinventing the wheel.

Ultimately, | will examine how environmental extracurriculars can serve as a fundamental resource in
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developing environmental behavior among students who participate in them and foster an
engagement in environmental action through active and constructive learning.
Purpose of Study

The purpose of this research paper is to explore the role of environmental extracurricular
activities within secondary schools as a means of contributing to the improvement of Environmental
Education within Ontario. The lack of current research in high school environmental clubs and
programs reveals a significant gap in literature. In researching case studies, it became clear that
published studies focus mostly on environmental programs employed within primary schools. While
these are indeed significant contributions in this field, as cultivating a relationship to the environment
is critical at younger ages (Lieflander, Frohlich, Bogner,& Schultz, 2013; Wells, 2006), research is
lacking in the opportunities that teenagers have to engage in and further develop this relationship to
the environment. This is problematic because if secondary schools are not continuing the work of
their predecessors, students might not progress in their Environmental Education and as a result may
be less inclined to participate in action-based solutions after graduation. As high school students
become more aware of their potential impact on the world and begin to develop agency, they may be
more willing to take action to improve the environment’s current and future state, while improving
their critical thinking skills and tackling issues that meet their learning capacity. In Canada and
Ontario, specifically, secondary schools serve as the last four years of a student’s mandatory formal
Western education experience. Therefore, to properly equip them for the environmental challenges
they will face outside the four walls formal education, education should engage them in real-world

action-based environmental learning. As established above, in light of the current Ontario Ministry of





































































































































































































































































