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Chapter 12
Environmental Citizenship in the Context 
of Primary Non-formal Education

Jelle Boeve-de Pauw and Rares Halbac-Zamfir

12.1  Features of the Primary Educational Sector

Kellert (2005) identifies three basic stages for children’s development of environ-
mental values and actions. Each stage is associated with a specific approach to envi-
ronmental education (Kellert 2005): (1) Early childhood (ages 3–7), sometimes 
labelled pre-primary education; (2) early/middle grade school (ages 7–11), also 
labelled primary education; and (3) adolescence (ages 12–18), labelled secondary 
education. The cognitive abilities and psychological development of children at 
these different stages are very diverse. In this chapter we focus on non- formal edu-
cation for children in the primary ages. Primary education is the second link in most 
of the formal education systems, and it shares several basic characteristics across 
the systems. First, it provides basic training, instrumental component of general 
culture, and second it aims at the development of human personality components: 
intelligence, curiosity, skills and moral habits, etc. These two features essentialise 
the main functions of education for children between the developmental ages of 6 
and 12 years old. First, there is the function of achieving basic education by lower-
ing the age of retraining and including it in a system of organised and coordinated 
education in scientific humanities. Second, there is its function of developing the 
personality of the child and respecting their own capacities, which implies both the 
individualisation of education and the promotion of formative education (or 
Bildung; Biesta 2015).
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Reformations of early and primary education based on the Geneva Declaration 
of the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1990) have led to redefining the goals that it 
pursues. We mention below those we see as being relevant discussion points in 
relation to Education for Environmental Citizenship.

 1. Primary education should foster a free, complete and harmonious development 
of the child’s personality according to its own pace and needs and support its 
autonomous and creative learning and development.

 2. Primary education should develop the ability of children to interact with other 
children, adults and the environment, and to acquire new knowledge, skills, 
attitudes and behaviours. It also needs to encourage explorations, exercises, trials 
and experiments, all as autonomous learning experiences.

 3. Primary education should contribute to each child’s discovery of its own identity, 
autonomy and the development of positive self-image and support the child in 
the acquisition of the knowledge, skills, habits and attitudes necessary for them 
to enter school and lifelong learning.

As we will debate later in this chapter, non-formal education presents a unique 
educational context in which children’s environmental identities (see, e.g. Clayton 
2003) can be developed and where they can acquire the competences needed to 
become Environmental Citizens.

12.2  Non-formal Education for Environmental Citizenship

12.2.1  Defining Non-formal Education

Our aim in this chapter is to explore how non-formal education can take place for 
young children as a space to experiment with and learn the competences needed to 
become an Environmental Citizen. Before doing so, it is only fair that we explain 
how we interpret the term ‘non-formal education’. In line with Norland (2005), we 
acknowledge that ‘any term beginning with “non” can be perceived as somewhat 
negative or even disagreeable: non-communicative, non-responsive, non-productive’ 
(p. 6). Non-formal education should not be perceived as the lack of something, but 
rather as an educational context with unique qualities. The concept emerged in the 
international discourse on education about 40 years ago. It is associated with the 
idea of lifelong learning and emphasises the importance of education going beyond 
the formal frameworks of the education system, whether in educational spaces other 
than school, or through education activities that are not subject to the school 
curriculum but that respond to the needs and interests of a group’s knowledge and 
development.

The value of non-formal education arises because the formal education system is 
adapting too slowly to the socio-economic and cultural changes of the world in 
which we live. Non-formal education is different from formal education, both in 
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content and through forms of achievement. Course content is organised within areas 
of interest (not years of study or academic subjects) and is very diverse in terms of 
duration, organisation or teaching. Non-formal education can be characterised by 
concrete responses to fixed requirements, clearly defined interests, obtaining 
abstractions by extracting knowledge from practical life, minimising teaching 
functions, and leaving more room for learning. Non-formal could as such be defined 
as the absence of something formal, and non-formal education could then be 
interpreted as the absence of formal education. We argue that the absences of the 
frameworks and structures of formal education are strengths of non-formal 
education, especially when it comes to Education for Environmental Citizenship. 
Indeed, non-formal learning provides an opportunity for education to rely on the 
natural process of learning, by allowing it to be active, volitional and internally 
mediated (Heimlich 1993).

In line with Norland (2005), we contrast dimensions of education in the formal 
and non-formal sphere in Table 12.1.

12.2.2  Non-formal Primary Education and Environmental 
Citizenship

Fordham (1993) points out that, in the case of non-formal education, organisation 
and learning planning should be assumed by the learners themselves; as such, a 
‘bottom up’ approach is necessary in order to give learners the ability to understand 
or not to change the surrounding social structures. This participatory principle, 
which underpins the non-formal philosophy, should be understood as participation 
in self-training (understanding needs and finding appropriate training solutions in 
the respective fields) and in the life of the community/society. Moreover, in the case 
of non-formal education, it should be negotiated by the trainees group so as to 
respond to their needs as best as possible. One of the specific directions of non- 
formal education is to support the population for more rational use of natural 
resources.

Table 12.1 Characteristics of formal and non-formal education programmes

Dimension Formal Non-formal

Focus Emphasis on teaching Emphasis on learning
Curriculum Sequential prescribed curriculum Variety and flexibility, often 

determined by the learners
Relationships Teacher-student, often hierarchical Facilitator-learner, often informal 

relationships
Resources Often originate at (member) state level. 

Typically high costs
Often local and limited. Typically 
low costs

Time 
orientation

Future Immediate

Structure High structure typically required Low structure often desirable
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The extent to which these principles also hold for (young) children is subject to 
debate and research, but there is some evidence that allowing children to co-decide 
on what on how they learn about and for sustainability, has a direct impact on their 
sustainability consciousness (Boeve-de Pauw et  al. 2015). As such, participatory 
learning for children in primary schools seems to contribute to the development of 
competences that pave the way for them to develop into Environmental Citizens. It 
should be noted that in their study, Boeve-de Pauw et al. (2015) also showed that 
students in secondary education had increased participation in their own learning 
process (which meant an increase in learning sustainability learning outcomes), but 
for students in primary education (grade 6 in particular), there seemed to be a point 
of too much participation, resulting in a decline in the learning outcomes. The 
authors identified ‘that learning environments with (among others) very high 
degrees of participation in the learning process might be too demanding, cognitively 
complex, or contain to high degrees of novelty for sixth graders […], which could 
explain the resulting drop in the [educational] effectiveness [promoting their 
adoption of sustainability related actions]’ (p. 15710).

We should acknowledge that these results stem from research in the context of 
formal education. This is especially relevant when we consider Environmental 
Citizenship as an outcome of non-formal education. Younnis (2011) highlights that 
extra-curricular activities are essential in encouraging civic identity and action. 
Given the focus of Environmental Citizens on ‘responsible pro-environmental 
behaviour of citizens who act and participate in society as agents of change in the 
private and public sphere, on a local, national and global scale, through individual 
and collective actions, in the direction of solving contemporary environmental 
problems, preventing the creation of new environmental problems, achieving 
sustainability as well as developing a healthy relationship with nature’ (Hadjichambis 
& Reis 2018). We therefore use the term non-formal Education for Environmental 
Citizenship as an education that occurs outside the classroom, e.g. in after school 
programmes, community-based organisations, museums, zoos, visitors centres, 
libraries and at home, and which contributes to learning specific or all competences 
needed as an Environmental Citizen.

We also highlight four relevant characteristics that can help define non-formal 
programmes in the realm of Education for Environmental Citizenship. Each of these 
characteristics offers opportunities that can benefit the goals of Education for 
Environmental Citizenship. We also focus on the development of a healthy 
relationship with nature.

 1. The purposes of the programmes are not always uniformly or solely educational. 
Providers of such programmes may also embed goals that are non-educational 
but social or recreational.

 2. The target audiences are diverse and can include school classes, other groups, 
families and walk-in visitors. Participants in non-formal environmental learning 
programmes are not often well known, and it can be difficult to describe the 
audiences in ways to facilitate programme development specifically for the 
target audience.
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 3. The duration of learners’ participation or exposure to the programmes varies 
widely. It can range from a visit of about 2 h to full day or residential programmes 
where learners sleep over at environmental sites and engage in non-formal 
learning for up to a week or more.

 4. Non-formal education programmes are typically developed and offered by 
organisations other than traditional education institutions. Often the programme 
is developed collaboratively between multiple organisations from the public, 
non-profit and private sectors.

In conclusion, non-formal learning occurs in a planned but highly adaptable 
manner in institutions, organisations and situations beyond the sphere of formal 
education. It shares the characteristic of being mediated with formal education, but 
the motivation for learning may be wholly intrinsic to the learner (Eshach 2007). 
For the development of Environmental Citizenship, non-formal education is highly 
relevant given its potential to prompt the learning of skills, knowledge and other 
outcomes in addition to formal learning (Lockhart 2016). It also provides the 
flexibility to adapt to rapidly changing expectations and societal needs. For these 
reasons we agree with Romi and Schmida (2008) in labelling non-formal education 
as a major educational force and highlighting its added potential on top for formal 
Education for Environmental Citizenship. Examples for programmes that offer non- 
formal education for environmental citizenship and have been studied empirically 
are the US Earthkeepers programme (also implemented and in, e.g. Cyprus; Van 
Marte and Johnson 1988; Manoli et al. 2014), environmental museum visits (e.g. at 
the Natural History museum; Kimble 2014), place-based environmental programmes 
(e.g. in the Czech Republic, Cincera et al. 2014), educational visits natural areas 
(e.g. the educational programmes by the Province of Antwerp in Flanders, Belgium; 
Boeve-de Pauw et  al. 2019), extra-curricular forestry education (e.g. in Mexico; 
Ruiz-Mallen et al. 2009), etc.

12.3  Children Can Learn to Become Environmental Citizens

12.3.1  Children Are Not Adults

A problem that might occur in non-formal environmental education programmes 
that target children in primary education is that they approach education and 
citizenship competences from the perspective of an adult, rather than from that of a 
child. Education for Environmental Citizenship should, especially for children of 
primary school ages, treat children as children and not as adults. Furthermore, EEC 
should attune itself to appropriate levels of abstraction in teaching and learning. 
Teaching children about nature abstractly in the classroom does not lead to pro- 
environmental behaviours in later life (Schultz 2000). Teaching abstract concepts 
like habitat destruction, acid rain, holes in the ozone layer and whale hunting to 
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young children can even lead to dissociation from nature and premature abstraction 
(e.g. White and Stoecklin 2008; Ausubel 1964).

Hayward (2012) states that ‘as educators, parents and policy makers, we need to 
pay closer attention to complex interactions of the micro- and macro-level changes 
taking place in a child’s environment […] we rarely take the complex ecological 
reality of a child’s world seriously’ (p. 3). Children’s ecological reality is a complex 
series of nested interactive systems providing daily dynamic experiences with 
diverse impacts at the micro and macro level of their lives and their surrounding 
environment. These experiences are generally approached within a scientific 
framework (environmental sciences), without considering primary education level 
features and the need to translate the results of these experiences at a level easily 
understood by children. The language of environmental sciences has not yet been 
adapted to a primary education level, missing the fluidity so characteristic for 
this age.

When we present children with problems beyond their cognitive abilities, under-
standing and control, they can ‘become anxious, tune out and might develop a pho-
bia to the issues. In the case of environmental issues, biophobia—a fear of the 
natural world and ecological problems—a fear of just being outside—can develop’ 
(White and Stoecklin 2008; Barbiero and Marconato 2016). These principles should 
be taken into account by the Education for Environmental Citizenship since it aims 
to foster environmental agency in children through teaching and learning for 
Environmental Citizenship. Studies on the loss of rainforests and endangered 
species may be perfectly appropriate for adolescent or older children, but it is devel-
opmentally inappropriate for younger children (Wilson 1993; Kellert 2002). We 
also need to be aware that the citizenship aspect of EEC, which includes a strong 
call for action to contribute to solving major complex issues, is cognitively too 
demanding for children under 12  years old. Messages for action as well as the 
problems they intend to solve need to designed or appropriated to the abilities and 
needs of children. Furthermore, teaching children by using virtual nature or exotic 
places that are by definition not part of their real life experiences can result in them 
developing a conception of nature that diminishes the value of their own local 
natural environments. As such, this reduces their potential to develop an internalised 
call to protect those areas (see, e.g. Levi and Kocher 1999), or to develop 
Environmental Citizenship based on their experiences with action for their own 
local (natural) environment.

12.3.2  Social Practice Theory and the Formation 
of an Environmental Identity

Social practice theory suggests that people develop their identities in different facets 
of their lives, as they respond to their environment and adopt the practices (and as 
such possibly also the environmental actions) of others around them (Williams and 
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Chawla 2016). One of these facets of identity development is what Kempton and 
Holland (2003) term a ‘social environmental identity’: people’s self-definition 
relative to an environmental reference group. This could be a general identity such 
as ‘environmentalist’ or a membership to an environmental group. The goal of 
Education for Environmental Citizenship is to ‘cultivate a coherent and adequate 
body of knowledge as well as the necessary skills, values, attitudes and competences 
that an Environmental Citizen should be equipped with in order to be able to act and 
participate in society as an agent of change […] in the direction of solving 
contemporary environmental problems, preventing the creation of new environmental 
problems, in achieving sustainability as well as developing a healthy relationship 
with nature’ (Hadjichambis & Reis 2018). People are not likely to take action for 
the environment unless they incorporate improving their environment (and the 
natural environment) into their identity (Tesch and Kempton 2004).

As identified above, non-formal education from the ages of 6–12 years old holds 
great potential in supporting and building such an identity. According to social 
practice theory, people build their identities in the course of action, i.e. while 
performing and living actions, and from experiencing the impact of those actions on 
their environment as well as on themselves. Therefore, researchers in social practice 
theory look for pivotal moments in people’s identity formation across their entire 
lifespan. As people’s sense of self as agents of change (Hadjichambis & Reis 2018) 
grows, three specific changes occur which should be taken into account when 
designing educational interventions that connect to EEC:

 1. There is an increasing salience to the natural world by becoming more attentive 
and knowledgeable, and being more aware of environmental problems.

 2. There is growing identification with the world of environmental action, by 
acquiring a sense of agency for taking responsibility for action, and caring about 
the consequences of one’s own actions.

 3. People would gain knowledge through action; people can learn about practical 
activities associated with environmental action and become acquainted with a 
strategic network of other actors.

Thomashow (1995) defines an ecological identity as ‘all the different ways peo-
ple construe themselves in relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, 
values, actions, and sense of self’. He notes that ‘The interpretation of life experi-
ence transcends social and cultural interactions. It also includes a person’s connec-
tion to the earth, perception of the ecosystem, and direct experience of nature’ (p. 3). 
Similarly, Clayton (2003) defines an environmental identity as ‘one part of the way 
in which people form their self-concept: a sense of connection to some part of the 
nonhuman natural environment, based on history, emotional attachment, and/or 
similarity, that affects the way in which we perceive and act toward the world’ 
(p. 45–46).

Clayton (2003) also states that environmental identity is a strong motivating force 
for individuals to act in ways that protect the environment. In turn their identities 
will guide social, political and personal behaviours such as those actions identified 
in the definition of Environmental Citizenship (Hadjichambis & Reis 2018). 

12 Environmental Citizenship in the Context of Primary Non-formal Education



186

According to self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci 2003), identities serve ‘basic 
needs’ including a sense of belonging, sense of competence and autonomy. Identities 
become strong when they meet these important needs. Although the questions con-
cerning identity may become central during adolescence, social practice theory puts 
that people begin to learn what society expects of them already in early childhood, 
and as such children already develop personal responses to those expectations. 
Social Practice Theory merges a personal identity that involves personal goals, val-
ues and beliefs with a cultural identity or sense of belonging to a social and cultural 
group (Williams and Chawla 2016), and identifies middle childhood as an essential 
phase in the development of such identity. It is therefore very relevant to explore 
what kind of experiences can contribute to the formation of an environmental or 
ecological identity during this phase in human development. These experiences can 
be used to foster Environmental Citizenship through targeted non-formal EEC.

12.3.3  Significant Life Experiences That Contribute 
to the Formation of an Environmental Identity

Research concerning significant life experiences aims to uncover which events in 
one’s history have been so impactful that they are experienced as pivotal in the 
formation of their motivation to act for the environment and can as such be described 
as defining moments in the formation of Environmental Citizenship. This line of 
research has a long tradition (Tanner 1980) and consistently shows that participants 
across the globe attribute their commitment to environmental action to a common 
set of experiences. They span spending time outdoors and experiencing nature 
during (early) childhood, the influence of parents and other family members, 
influential teachers at school, active involvement in community life, reading eye- 
opening books or seeing documentaries and experiencing the loss or degradation of 
nature in the vicinity of one’s personal life (Chawla 2009).

Numerous studies have shown that non-formal learning experiences in nature 
during childhood are ranked among the most powerful and significant life 
experiences. Children’s experiences during (early) childhood nurture the conception 
of the child as a part of nature, of including nature in its conception of the self 
(Cheng and Monroe 2012) and the development of an environmental identity. It is 
during childhood when children’s experiences give form to the values, attitudes and 
basic orientation toward the world that they will carry with them throughout their 
lives (e.g. Kahn 2002). Regular positive interactions with nature allow children 
under 12 years old to feel comfortable, develop empathy and grow to love it (e.g. 
Gill 2014). Cheng and Monroe (2012) identify several key elements associated with 
children’s connection to nature: enjoyment of nature, empathy for creatures, sense 
of oneness and sense of responsibility. This last factor includes children’s notions of 
the impact of their own actions on the natural environment and their rights and 
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duties to protect nature and is as such closely connected to the ENEC definition of 
Environmental Citizenship.

In significant life experiences research, formal education is consistently ranked 
high but lower than non-formal education. Also the social context with which these 
experiences occur is important. Participants often report that their own commitment 
to act for the environment has sprouted from inspirational role model in their 
families or peer groups. Thanks to their flexibility in organisation and intended 
outcomes, non-formal education programmes can be considered as promising. With 
these programmes, young children and preadolescents can develop into role models 
for Environmental Citizenship and inspire their peers. In their study on the 
environmental literacy of youth movement members, Goldman et al. (2015) show 
how self-perception as role models for younger members on environmental actions 
is part of their social activism. Inspiring teachers are at a cross section between 
formal education, the social context and non-formal education.

The relative importance of these diverse formative experiences is not constant 
over time, but rather it changes as children grown into adolescents and later become 
adults. In studies on significant life experiences, participants highlight experiencing 
nature and role models during childhood, teachers and peers during adolescence and 
participation in activities from environmental organisations and workplace 
experiences during adulthood (Chawla 1999). Table 12.2 gives an overview of the 
most formative experience during different periods in life.

Building in possibilities into non-formal education programmes for children to 
experience such significant life experiences strengthens the formation of environ-
mental identity and could cascade into Environmental Citizenship. Many non-for-
mal environmental education programmes take place in or close to natural areas. Yet 
being close to nature is insufficient if we have the ambition to facilitate children to 
form an environmental identity solely based on experiencing nature. Non-formal 
educators should therefore capitulate on allowing children to play in nature and 
contribute – at their own level – to the conservation or restoration of nature (e.g. 
Kellert 2002). Examples of outdoor learning activities and their facilitating role in 

Table 12.2 Formative experiences ranked from most to least important at different stages in 
development

Childhood Adolescence Adulthood

Experiences in nature Formal 
education

Organisations

Family role models Friends and 
peers

Workplace experiences

Formal education Social (in)
justice

Friends and peers

Organisations Organisations Books and authors
Negative experiences with nature 
(habit loss, pollution)

Negative experiences with nature 
(habit loss, pollution)

Social (in)justice Philosophy of life
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the construction of environmental citizenship are described in recent publications 
such as those produced by Ferreira and Pitarma (2018) from Portugal.

12.3.4  From Experiencing Nature to Agency 
for the Environment

The features of non-formal education allow this system to focus on learning envi-
ronments, which can be perceived as spaces where children will engage in experi-
ences possibly to be seen as ‘ecological identity works’ (Thomashow 1995). Being 
exposed to a wide range of experiences and perspectives, engaging in discussions 
based on an adapted vocabulary and  at an developmentally appropriate level of 
abstraction, are a crucial elements in developing children’s environmental identities. 
Ideally, the development of an environmental identity should be essentially con-
cerned with an understanding and appreciation of the environment and the signifi-
cance of the natural order through a dialogue between place and self (Bonnett 2013). 
Chawla and Flanders-Cushing (2007) go forward and set up a link between environ-
mental identity and Environmental Citizenship, stressing that education provided in 
a non-formal environment will contribute to environmental identity development, 
which is necessary to produce both active citizens and embed democratic principles 
within the education process.

Next to developing an environmental identity, children also need to develop a 
sense of efficacy for the actions they undertake. Bandura (1997) puts forward that a 
sense of agency (whether it be to contribute the solving environmental issues or in 
any other domain) already begins during infancy, in the recognition that actions 
produce outcomes and that these outcomes can be attributed to a developing identity. 
This way children discover that they are able to produce interesting and useful 
effects. Chawla (2009) illustrates that natural environments are filled with 
opportunities for competence and agency-building opportunities. She describes 
how natural areas are ‘full of materials that enable children to produce pleasurable 
effects, such as water to splash, mud to meld, branches to swing on, and stick and 
stones to construct forts and huts’ (Chawla 2009, p. 15). Natural places also present 
plenty of opportunities to experience new levels of agency, and they are usually 
beyond the adults’ direct control. Children learn agency in these rich and stimulating 
environments, and their learning is not directed by goals set by adults, such as 
teachers within the formal education system. Such experiences build a child’s 
healthy relationship with nature and therefore make an unmistakeable contribution 
to the development of Environmental Citizenship. Inspiring examples of educational 
interventions in the non-formal sphere can be found – for example, – in the New 
Zealand publication ‘Effective approaches to connect children with nature’ 
(Wilson 2011).

Bandura (1997) also describes how children develop a sense of efficacy for their 
actions through mastery experiences when they attempt to do something that they 
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consider significant and when they experience success. This is an essential ingredient 
for non-formal education programmes to aim to foster Environmental Citizenship in 
children. Malone (2013) explains how positioning children as active agents of 
change in non-formal learning programmes (focused on designing a child-friendly 
neighbourhood) led them to recognise their sense of connectedness and stewardship 
for the local environment and their sense of responsibility to the planet.

In conclusion, Environmental Citizenship is a highly complex and multifaceted 
concept that includes knowledge, attitudes, values and actions; children need 
opportunities to learn and practice these action skills and experience that their 
actions for the environment can be successful. Non-formal education that facilitates 
the formation of an environmental identity and that presents children with 
opportunities to experiences mastery at their developmental level paves the way for 
them to develop Environmental Citizenship.
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