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This lectio, presented on 10 October 2025 at the University of Eastern
Finland, introduces the topic of my doctoral dissertation, the motivations
behind it, the methodological approach, and the main findings. Climate
change and other environmental problems challenge our education
system. Changes in human behavior are needed, but changing personal
behavior is challenging. Providing students with environmental knowledge
is not enough. It rarely translates into pro-environmental behavior and
may even lead to feelings of despair. Instead, environmental education
must also foster students’ action competence. My doctoral dissertation
seeks to uncover practices that can promote pro-environmental behavior
among adolescents in the school context. The dissertation provides a
holistic picture of pro-environmental education, drawing on three
empirically and methodologically distinct articles. The first sub-study
examines qualitative findings from primary studies on the enablers and
barriers to adolescents’ pro-environmental behavior. The second
sub-study presents environmental education expert teachers’ perceptions
of environmental education and their students’ environmental literacy.
The third sub-study focuses on students’ perceptions of the eco-club and
its influence on its members and other students. The school context of
environmental education is formed by various actors. Based on my
results, carrying out pro-environmental education in the school context is
often challenging. The actors experience internal pressure from the upper
levels of the actor chain, while having limited opportunities to communicate
with and influence the upper levels from below. The results of this
dissertation show that, despite the challenging state of environmental
education, there is cause for optimism. Pro-environmental education
requires a holistic approach in which all actors within the school context
are committed to a shared goal, support one another, and communicate
their needs and achievements as they work toward this goal.
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Climate change and other environmental problems dominate the news; problems largely caused by
human behavior (Gifford et al. 2011). Surprisingly, actions to mitigate them remain insufficient. A
common explanation for this is the perception of limited personal influence. It is also typical to shift
responsibility to politics, decision-makers, or the countries most affected by environmental
degradation and climate change.

This dilemma became evident in one of my upper-secondary geography lessons. A student asked
me why we fail to act, even though we understand the causes of climate change and how to mitigate
it. For a teacher, responding to such a question is a challenging task. Climate change and other
complex environmental issues pose significant challenges for education. How can we reduce climate
anxiety? How can we enable pro-environmental behavior instead of leaving students with only
knowledge and despair?

The challenges of pro-environmental behavior is a well-studied topic. Research has shown that
environmental problems are often perceived as distant and abstract (Weber 2010). Although rising
average temperatures are widely recognized, perceptions of the seriousness of climate change
frequently reflect observations of current, local weather (Zaval et al. 2014).

In Finland, many people are familiar with the phenomenon of cold midsummer weather and social
media filled with comments questioning climate change. Research has shown that social media is
characterized by contradictory perceptions of climate change and the need and urgency for climate
action are often undermined (Falkenberg et al. 2022). These perceptions are unsurprising, as
questioning climate change has once again become part of international political debate.

The challenges of addressing environmental issues are connected to their social dimensions. The
actions of one person may seem insignificant, but together they become meaningful. In such a
situation, itis understandable that an individual might feel that their own actions make little difference
(Lorenzoni et al. 2007). Such feelings may lead to frustration and shifting the responsibility to political
decision makers, businesses, and technological solutions (ibid.).

It is often difficult to recognize the correct course of action and easier to encourage people to carry
out small and simple environmental actions, such as recycling. Still, studies have shown that even
these actions may fail to materialize as changing personal behavior is challenging (Kollmuss &
Agyeman 2002). Such actions are especially difficult if they require personal sacrifices while the
immediate environmental benefits remain small. For example, when choosing between commuting
by car or bicycle (Amel etal. 2017; Wyss et al. 2022). It is even more challenging to encourage individuals
to engage in communal environmental actions, which effects would be greater than personal actions
(Amel et al. 2017).

My doctoral dissertation seeks to uncover practices that can promote pro-environmental behavior
among adolescents in the school context (Huoponen 2025). To achieve this aim, the following research
questions were posed: 1) How can existing practices of the school context be understood in relation
to pro-environmental education? 2) How can pro-environmental education pathways be developed in
the frame of the school context?

The study focuses on the perceptions of different actors in the school context. By focusing on
perceptions, the study shares similarities with phenomenography despite not employing the method.
The dissertation forms a holistic picture of pro-environmental education based on three empirically
and methodologically different articles, all of which have been published. These articles provide three
different voices on pro-environmental education brought together through a multi-method approach.

The first sub-study examines primary studies’ qualitative findings on the enablers and barriers of
adolescents' pro-environmental behavior. The data consists of 20 primary studies analyzed with
qualitative meta-analysis (Huoponen 2024a). The second sub-study presents environmental education
expert teachers’ perceptions of environmental education and their students’ environmental literacy.
Group interviews were used, and 47 teachers from the international environmental education network
ENO participated in the interviews (Huoponen 2023). The third sub-study focuses on students'
perceptions of the eco-club and its influence on its members and other students. The study was
conducted in one upper secondary school. Fourteen members of the eco-club participated in the
group interviews and 100 non-members responded to a qualitative survey (Huoponen 2024b).
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This dissertation used the concept of pro-environmental education; the main idea being to promote
pro-environmental behavior through empowerment. Pro-environmental education is a novel concept,
and this lectio aims to clarify its definition, content, and use. The long history of environmental
education is full of diverse research interests and aims. One unifying aim of environmental education
can be described as empowering individuals to become environmentally active. Environmental education
research includes various pathways to reach this aim. Despite these different approaches, promoting
young people’s pro-environmental behavior has remained one of the central research priorities. This
aim is also at the core of pro-environmental education.

Previous environmental behavior research has mostly used quantitative methods and a positivist
research approach. Unlike previous studies, this research adopts a qualitative approach. By studying
the perceptions present in the school context, this study seeks to discover pathways to utilize
pro-environmental education to promote pro-environmental behavior.

The formation of adolescents’ pro-environmental behavior is a complex process, shaped by many
individual and context-specific background factors. Environmental behavior is an individual process,
but previous studies have shown some patterns based on, for example, age and gender. Although
studies indicate that most adolescents possess adequate environmental knowledge and often express
a willingness to act in environmentally responsible ways, these attributes rarely translate into pro-
environmental behavior. Various barriers hinder this translation, particularly when such actions
require personal effort or sacrifice. There is a lack of research on these barriers in the school context
and investigating them forms the focus of this study.

The school context of environmental education is formed by various actors. Based on my results,
carrying out pro-environmental education in the school context is often challenging. The actors
experienceinternal pressurefromthe upper levels of the actor chain, while having limited opportunities
to communicate with, and influence, the upper levels from below. Curricula and school management
are often experienced as restricting the environmental education teachers would like to carry out.
Although many schools have teachers who are interested in environmental education, my research
showed that they often lack support from both colleagues and management. The study showed that
teachers may even be forced to adjust their teaching based on restrictions imposed by management.

This study highlights a widely acknowledged fact: curricula are already densely packed with content.
This leaves little room for environmental education that promotes pro-environmental behavior and
action-taking rather than focusing solely on environmental knowledge. Some students have strong
environmental interests and are willing to carry out pro-environmental actions. This study highlights
their vulnerable position in the school context. Such students are at risk of apathy if the school and its
various actors fail to support them. They need a learner-centered approach in which they have the
capability and authority to carry out environmental actions in the school. This transition challenges the
role of the teacher, and the uncertainty involved is often the reason teachers may be opposed to it.

This study reinforces the findings of previous research showing that not all students are interested
in environmental issues, even when well-functioning environmental education is provided in the
school, as was the case in the eco-club examined in the third sub-study of this dissertation. These
finding challenges environmental education. How can we increase students’ environmental
knowledge? How can we empower them to carry out environmental actions? Or at least, how can we
prevent them from rejecting environmental education?

Schools and their actors are not isolated but instead in constant interaction with society. The media
and wider society often promote unsustainable consumption, which contrasts with the environmental
education provided by schools. Moreover, families’ values and attitudes may oppose environmental
education. It is challenging for an adolescent to navigate between these mixed messages. As a result,
it is often easy to abandon the environmental education provided by schools, especially if different
actors in the school context are unwilling to discuss and acknowledge the various values and
contradictions brought up.

The findings of my dissertation highlight that actors in the school context often have different, and
sometimes contrasting, motivations and perceptions regarding environmental education. It is
frequently experienced as a challenging and contradictory topic for which sufficient time is lacking
due to the pressure of the many other subjects. | argue that my dissertation demonstrates how
challenging pro-environmental education typically is in the school context.
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The dissertation’s data focuses mostly on the lower levels of the school context, namely teachers
and students. However, their perceptions also reflect the upper levels of the school context. Despite
the challenging picture this dissertation paints, there is still hope for pro-environment education.
Based on the results of the dissertation, | argue that environmental education research should be
utilized more strongly in curriculum planning. This step requires high-quality research, popularization,
and communication. The Finnish Curriculum for Upper Secondary School already includes
environmental education targets as part of transversal competencies, as well as subject-specific aims
of the curriculum (Opetushallitus 2019). | argue that, based on this dissertation, the curriculum should
be developed to more strongly promote adolescents’ environmental knowledge and to develop
empowering pathways that foster students’ agency in the school context.

This dissertation suggests that the commitment of school administration plays an essential role in
pro-environmental education. When administrators are genuinely committed, it strengthens teachers'
own interest in carrying out environmental education. The results support previous findings that
societal changes also affect teaching and the roles of teachers. Especially among environmentally
concerned students, there is a need for authoritative spaces provided by teachers and other actors
within the school context. In practice, this means that students are treated as equal members of the
school context, able to participate in decision-making processes and influence school matters. Such
spaces are essential for enabling these students’ environmental actions.

This dissertation also shows that not all students are interested in environmental issues. | argue
that gettingthem involvedin environmental actions requires two things: increasing their environmental
knowledge, and recognizing and openly discussing their values, even when those values conflict with
environmental education. It is clear that many adolescents experience conflicting pressures. The
school endeavors to promote environmental knowledge and pro-environmental behavior. At the
same time, the media, friends, parents, and society may portray opposing values, and it is essential
that there is open dialogue about these conflicting values to prevent students rejecting environmental
education.

The interaction between society and all actor levels of the school context is essential in
pro-environmental education. Despite contradictory valuesin wider society, open dialogue, interaction,
and collaboration are essential when aiming for effective pro-environmental education. Schools and
their actors cannot directly influence how actors outside the school context respond to schools’
environmental education and actions. However, collaboration can benefit both parties, making
environmental education more meaningful and effective.

The results of this dissertation show that, despite the challenging state of environmental education,
there is cause for optimism. Pro-environmental education requires a holistic approach in which all
actors within the school context are committed to a shared goal, support one another, and
communicate their needs and achievements as they work toward this goal.

Change in the direction of this kind of approach is difficult. To support such a change, this
dissertation offers pathways for adapting pro-environmental education across different levels of the
school context. Previous studies have shown that various barriers limit environmental education and,
consequently, pro-environmental behavior in the school context. These barriers are often intertwined,
affecting both students’ personal lives and classroom teaching. The results of this dissertation
reinforce these findings and complement them with holistic pathways that involve all school-context
actors and provide means to overcome these barriers.

| argue that the research field of pro-environmental education is far from complete. There is a need
to study the upper levels of the school context concerning pro-environmental education, including
school management and curricula. In this dissertation, the findings related to these school-context
levels are based on teachers' perceptions and experiences. More research is needed to develop the
picture of pro-environmental education.

My dissertation serves as a first step toward conceptualizing the overall framework of
pro-environmental education. The results and recommendations can be used in curriculum
development and teacher education to promote the integration of pro-environmental education into
school practices.
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