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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Elizabeth Rushton
University of Stirling, UK

This book is rooted in the idea that education has a central role
in the large-scale change that is needed to transform people and
cultures to more environmentally, economically and socially
sustainable ways of being. If educational research and practice
is to achieve environmentally just futures for all children and
young people, we argue that engaging with environmental and
sustainability education is the responsibility of the whole educa-
tion community, including formal settings (e.g. schools, univer-
sities) and informal and community settings. In recent times, it
is young people who have been at the forefront of calls for edu-
cation which better equips them to live with futures which are
climate-altered, uncertain and unjust. While terms such as cli-
mate justice education, learning for sustainability and greening
the curriculum are frequently used in policy and practice, still
environmental and sustainability education is not an integral
part of the practice of many educators and education research-
ers. Through this BERA Guide to Environmental and Sustain-
ability Education, we aim to engage and inspire educators and
education researchers to (re)engage with environmental and
sustainability education and reflect on the intersections between
their own areas of expertise and practice. This BERA Guide has
been developed through the collaboration of 11 authors, work-
ing together to bring varied experiences, ideas and approaches
to explore a diverse and vibrant field of environmental and sus-
tainability education and research. Each chapter offers insight
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into a broad range of theories and methodological approaches
which pay particular attention to themes of justice and futures
in environmental and sustainability education research and
practice. These chapters draw on research from across a range
of geographical and educational contexts and through reflective
questions and provide opportunities for you as a reader to con-
sider these ideas individually and/or as part of your own com-
munities of practice. In these ways, our aim is that this BERA
Guide supports and fosters the development of environmental
and sustainability education which is orientated towards action
to achieve a just future for all. We begin by reflection on ideas
of justice in the context of environmental and sustainability
education.

Exploring Ideas of Justice and Futures

In the context of education, ideas of justice are frequently
rooted social justice theories which explore and consider issues
of inequality, fairness and inclusion in the past, present and
future (Fraser, 1997, 2010). In the broad field of environmen-
tal and sustainability education, ideas of justice are increasingly
visible in two distinct areas, namely, environmental justice and
climate justice.

Environmental justice has been understood as fundamental
to achieving justice for all species and more-than-human dimen-
sions, now and in the future (Acselrad, 2010; Schlosberg, 2013).
Environmental justice means considering environmental and
sustainability issues, concerns and questions through an inter-
sectional approach which foregrounds the unequal impact of
environmental degradation on communities already marginal-
ised by (neo)colonial exploitation of land, minerals, labour and
knowledge (Acselrad, 2010). Environmental justice in the con-
text of educational research and practice requires us to address
the restrictions imposed on peoples and cultures across neo-
colonial societies, such as connections to land, water, plants and
air (Braverman, 2021). Over the past 40 years, ideas of envi-
ronmental justice have developed from a broad concern with
the exposure certain communities have to environmental haz-
ards in their communities and regions, to a more transnational



Introduction @ 3

understanding of the nature of environmental harms which
requires international cooperation in response (Vanderheiden,
2016). In recent times, there has been greater recognition that
those communities experiencing vulnerability to environmental
harms now and in the future have limited causal responsibil-
ity and that environmental justice requires responses which are
ethically, legally and temporally complex (Vanderheiden, 2016).
These themes of complexity, ethics and intersectionality are also
visible in ideas of climate justice in the context of education.

Consistent with ideas of social justice and environmental
justice, climate justice education aims to centre the expertise and
respond to the needs of groups disproportionately impacted by
climate-driven inequalities (Sultana, 2022; Trott et al., 2023).
Kagawa and Selby (2010, p. 242) argue that ‘there can be no
ethical and adequately responsive climate change education
without global climate justice education’. In the context of cli-
mate justice education in England, and drawing on the work of
Faharna Sultana (2022) and Arathi Sriprakash (2023), I have
argued with colleagues that climate justice education requires
‘detailed attention to the colonial and racial capitalist legacies
and futures which sustain intersectional climate injustices and
ideas of reparative education which takes seriously the righting
of past and present educational wrongs’ (Rushton et al., 20235,
p. 4). Education with a climate justice lens requires educators
and researchers to ask questions such as where and how do
climate injustices exist in the past, present and future? How
can we disrupt climate injustices and create reparative futures?
(Rushton et al., 2025).

Across these themes of social, environmental and climate
justice, the temporal dimension, especially ideas of the future
are integral. At the same time, ideas of futures are widely con-
sidered in education and the social sciences, as valuable ways
of understanding societies including the ideas they have about
themselves (Finnegan, 2023). In the context of educational and
social science research, ideas and framings of the future have
provided valuable ways to understand the visions, imaginations
and narratives individuals and groups hold about social and
natural systems now and in the future, including climate futures
(Finnegan, 2023). For example, futures workshops provide a
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constructive framing for groups of people to generate ideas
in response to social problems (Alminde & Warming, 2020).
Typically, this involves moving through phases of critique —
identifying problems with the status quo; fantasy — thinking
creatively about ways to solve these problems; and imple-
mentation — considering how to transform ideas into change.
These futures-focused framings are increasingly used in par-
ticipatory environmental and sustainability education research
(e.g. Dunlop et al., 2022).

The Contents

This BERA Guide is formed of two main parts. Following this
introduction, the first part provides an overview of the main
theories and ideas which relate to and have informed environ-
mental and sustainability education and how scholarly thought,
and practice have evolved over time. In Chapter 2, Sophie Perry
outlines the various ancestries which have contributed to the
current landscape of environmental education research and
practice and considers how we as a community can shape the
future of the field, with a concern for enabling just and liveable
futures. In Chapter 3, Denise Quiroz-Martinez examines the
paradigms, policies and practices shaping sustainability educa-
tion, highlighting its entanglement with economic, political and
social priorities. Finally, in Chapter 4, Sarah Clayton draws on
contemporary research to examine how climate change educa-
tion is conceptualised and the challenges it faces across research,
policy, and practice.

Part 2 of the BERA Guide outlines varied approaches
to researching environmental and sustainability education.
Through Chapter 5, Lynda Dunlop introduces systematic review
methods, using examples to illustrate the types of research ques-
tions a systematic review can answer, and in Chapter 6, Jennifer A.
Rudd explores the use and purpose of surveys and experimental
studies in environmental and sustainability education. Partici-
patory methods and dialogic approaches are explored in Chap-
ter 7 and Ceri Holman and Maya Brakovic-Thomas underline
the transformative potential of these approaches in education
research and practice. In Chapter 8, Smriti Safaya focuses on
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participatory approaches of co-creation and co-authorship as
ways to conduct research which challenge typical power dynam-
ics in environmental and sustainability education research and
practice. Through Chapter 9, Sarah K. Foster explores creative
and arts-based approaches which are a vital and vibrant part of
environmental and sustainability education research. Finally, in
Chapter 10, Amanda Anderson reflects on the ways in which eth-
nographic approaches provide rich understandings in the context
of research which considered environmental and sustainability
education. In closing this BERA Guide, in Chapter 11, Lynda
Dunlop draws together some reflections on justice-oriented and
futures-focused environmental and sustainability education
research and practice. Over the course of writing this guide, we
recognise that this is very much a step along the journey, and we
hope that our readers will join us along this vital path.
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