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Glossary

COP - Conference of the Parties, in reference to the UN Climate COP

SOS UK - Students Organising for Sustainability UK

DfE Strategy - Department for Education's Sustainability and Climate Change Strategy
CPD - Continuing Professional Development

DfE - Department for Education

FFF - Fridays for Future

RUS - The Network of Universities for Sustainable Development (Italy)
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Executive Summary

This report explores how climate education is being enacted and reimagined across Italy,
Finland, and England. Drawing on field visits, interviews with educators and policymakers, and
analysis of national frameworks, it identifies the practices and conditions that enable meaningful
learning for sustainability.

In Italy, grassroots projects are embedding environmental and social justice into education
through community partnerships and experiential learning. In Finland, a coherent national
framework, strong teacher autonomy, and innovative school cultures are enabling whole-system
approaches that connect wellbeing, equity, and ecological awareness. In contrast, the English
context shows progress through policy initiatives and youth advocacy but remains constrained
by structural fragmentation, curriculum overload, and limited teacher training.

The report concludes that climate education must be systemic, participatory, and emotionally
sustaining. Empowering teachers, aligning policy with practice, and embedding climate literacy
across all subjects are essential steps toward cultivating a generation ready to meet the
challenges and opportunities of a changing world.
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1. Introduction

Young people today are growing up in the shadow of the climate emergency — a reality that is
shaping their sense of identity, security, and future. A 2021 study in The Lancet Planetary Health
found that 84% of respondents aged 16-25 across ten countries were worried about climate
change, with more than half reporting feelings of sadness, anxiety, anger, helplessness, or guilt
(Hickman et al., 2021). In the UK, youth voices echo this urgency: one Year 10 student
described climate change as “one of the most pressing issues of our time” (Teach the Future,
2025).

This growing awareness among young people has begun to shift the educational landscape. In
England, the Department for Education (DfE) committed in 2021 to placing “climate change at
the heart of education,” a vision formalised in the Sustainability and Climate Change Strategy
published the following year (Department for Education, 2022). The strategy represents a
significant step forward: a framework that applies across the education system and signals
recognition that schools play a vital role in equipping young people for a climate-changed future.
However, the implementation of this vision remains uneven. Research by Teach the Future
found that 70% of UK teachers feel they have not received adequate training to educate
students about climate change, while more than 80% of students want to learn more about it
(Teach the Future and Brindle, 2021; Teach the Future, 2025). Although the DfE Strategy
commits to offering continuing professional development (CPD) for science teachers, it does not
include new professional qualifications or requirements in initial teacher training. Earlier drafts
had promised that England would have “the best-trained, best-supported teachers in the world”
in this field: a pledge later removed from the final publication (Department for Education, 2022).
This gap leaves teachers under-equipped to deliver the scale of transformation the strategy
envisions.

At the same time, the Curriculum and Assessment Review aims to ensure young people leave
school “ready for life and ready for work,” yet its Terms of Reference make no mention of
sustainability or climate education (Department for Education, 2025). This omission feels striking
in a decade defined by environmental and economic transition. Meanwhile, only 27% of young
people in the UK can explain what “green jobs” are, and less than a third (31%) understand the
concept of Net Zero (King’s Trust, 2025). These findings highlight a disconnection between the
scale of the climate crisis and the preparedness of the next generation to navigate - and shape -
the future.

It is within this context that my Churchill Fellowship research took place. The Fellowship sought
to explore how two European nations, Italy and Finland, have embedded climate education
systematically and meaningfully into their national education systems. Both countries offer
valuable lessons: Italy has introduced mandatory climate education across all grades, while
Finland integrates sustainability into its national curriculum through a holistic approach to
wellbeing, citizenship, and environment. Through field visits, school observations, and
interviews with educators and policymakers, this research aimed to identify the policies,



pedagogies, and cultural conditions that enable climate education to move beyond aspiration to
transformation, and to consider how such approaches could inform the UK’s next steps.

1.1. Climate Education in the English Curriculum

Climate change is an included topic in the current National Curriculum. At a primary level, it is
taught in its core concepts - what the climate is, how it changes, and different types of
environments - and at the secondary level, climate-related topics are an included part of Key
Stage 3 and 4 science and geography curricula (Kulakiewicz, Long, and Roberts, 2021).
However, this inclusion is largely conceptual and unevenly embedded across schools.

The 2025 Curriculum and Assessment Review has emphasised the need for the curriculum to
evolve in response to rapid social and environmental change, calling for a “greater focus on
sustainability and climate science” (Department for Education, 2025). This has been further
reinforced by the youth-led Shadow Curriculum and Assessment Review, which advocates for
the full integration of climate education as a cross-curricular priority (Teach the Future, 2022).
Yet, structural inconsistencies within the English education system complicate this ambition.
Until 2025, academies and free schools were not required to follow the National Curriculum — a
significant factor given that 42% of primary schools and nearly 82% of secondary schools now
hold academy status (Department for Education, 2024; McGlade, 2024). This autonomy creates
substantial variation in how, and whether, climate change is taught.

An Education Policy Institute convening in 2024 found that climate education tends to be more
consistently embedded in primary schools than in secondary schools. In primary settings,
sustainability themes are often explored across multiple subjects, while in secondary education,
coverage is mostly confined to geography and science, mirroring National Curriculum
requirements (McGlade, 2024). Participants also highlighted stark disparities between schools:
some have adopted a whole-school focus on sustainability, while others rely on the enthusiasm
of individual teachers. OCR’s Striking the Balance report echoed these findings, describing
climate education provision as “haphazard, depending largely on the policies and approaches
adopted by individual schools and the efforts of individual teachers” (OCR and Clarke, 2024).
This dependence on individual commitment is unsustainable and inequitable — particularly in
schools with fewer resources or competing priorities.

The Department for Education’s Sustainability and Climate Change Strategy (DfE Strategy) has
launched two major initiatives to strengthen provision. The first, the National Education Nature
Park (2023), encourages schools to monitor and improve biodiversity on their grounds,
supported by £15 million in funding for educational settings, prioritising those in areas with
limited green space or higher deprivation (McGlade, 2024). The second, the forthcoming Natural
History GCSE, aims to expand climate and environmental learning opportunities for older
students (Department for Education, 2023). While these programmes represent welcome
progress, participation in the Nature Park is voluntary, and its success again relies on individual
schools’ willingness and capacity to engage.



Despite growing policy attention, significant barriers remain to embedding climate education
effectively in England. Teachers face extremely high workloads: in 2023, 72% of teachers and
leaders reported that their workload was not acceptable (Adams et al., 2023). A crowded
curriculum further limits flexibility: 68% of teachers agree that they cannot explore student
interests due to content pressures (Teacher Tapp, 2024). Adding new material, particularly on
complex and evolving topics like climate change, risks compounding these pressures without
adequate support. Teacher training represents a critical gap: Teach the Future research in 2021
found that 70% of teachers felt unprepared to teach about climate change, while more than 80%
of students wanted to learn more (Teach the Future and Brindle, 2021; Teach the Future, 2025).
The DfE Strategy includes some CPD for science teachers and a new occupational standard for
further education teaching, but it does not extend training to all subject areas (Department for
Education, 2023). Yet, a majority of teachers believe that climate change could be integrated
into their own subject - an opportunity currently under-realised.

In summary, England’s approach to climate education is at a critical juncture. Policy frameworks
have begun to recognise its importance, but implementation remains fragmented and
dependent on individual effort. Compared with Italy’s mandatory, values-driven model and
Finland’s systemic integration of sustainability across the curriculum, the English system lacks
coherence and structural support. Moving forward, meaningful progress will depend on ensuring
that climate education is not an optional addition, but a shared national commitment - supported
by curriculum design, teacher training, and institutional accountability.

1.2. Finland and Italy

Finland and Italy present different yet complementary approaches to their climate and
sustainability education. The Finnish system has been recognised for its holistic and
forward-looking model, which promotes sustainability across all economic, social, and
environmental dimensions (Messina, 2023). This is intended to foster creativity and innovation
at the same time as ecological awareness and active citizenship by integrating sustainability into
the educational culture on a wider level. Schools then become a replication of society itself,
preparing students to participate in broader societal transformation. By contrast, Italy has been
progressively reorienting its education system towards sustainability through collaborations
between schools, local institutions, and cultural organisations: their reforms emphasise cultural
heritage preservation, linking education closely with territorial needs (ibid.). This was of interest
to me, with both countries having more content on climate change in their teaching and learning
than the English education system, but in different ways. Through my Churchill Fellowship
research, | hoped to understand the ways that this worked in practice and gain a more thorough
understanding, from countries already doing it, of the best ways in which England could
integrate climate change into its curriculum.



2. ltaly

Italy’s landscape of climate and environmental education is rich but fragmented. | was struck by
the lack of centralisation of policy and practical work in the capital, which | have felt in the UK as
well as in Finland, and by the impact that the regional context had on climate education
provisions. | decided to travel to Italy due to the work of former Minister of Education Lorenzo
Fioramonti and his work on compulsory climate education, which was world-leading, but what |
found was a huge amount of grassroots creativity and practice outside of official structures.
When asking for recommendations of who to speak to in Italy about climate education, the
answer was almost always a local educator, artist, or activist. These individuals appear to be
filling a void, with the official climate education policy struggling to be enacted in practice for a
number of reasons, but they also demonstrate an alternative pedagogy that focuses on
cultivating connection to place, community, and developing a sense of agency and active
citizenship in young people. Taken together- both policy changes and grassroots work- the
examples | saw in ltaly illustrate an Italian pedagogy of transition, constrained by some
structural and societal rigidity or reluctance, but rooted in creativity. What emerges is a portrait
of a country where the ecological transition in education is not imposed from above but
co-created from below.

2.1. Policy and Systemic Context

Italy’s climate education landscape reflects a tension between policy ambition and practical
fragmentation. Since 2020, environmental themes have been formally included in the national
curriculum under educazione civica (citizenship education), thanks in part to the efforts of former
Minister Lorenzo Fioramonti. Under his leadership in 2019, Italy became the first country to
make learning about climate change compulsory for school students, including about 33 hours a
year into their curriculum to study issues relating to climate (Gianluca Mezzofiore, 2019). Young
Italians are subsequently among the best-informed students in the European Union about
climate change, according to a 2024 EIB survey, ranking second in terms of climate knowledge,
and knowing more than ltalians over 30 about the causes and consequences of climate change
(EIB, 2024). By inserting environmental and climate education within the legal framework of
civic education, Fioramonti created an entry point for sustainability topics in schools.

However, as several interviewees noted, implementation remains uneven. An active young
member of the Greens party who works on climate education, whom | spoke with, observed that
while new topics continue to be added to curricula, teacher training has not kept pace:

“The Ministry keeps adding new subjects, but without formation. Teachers rely on external
people coming into schools instead of being trained themselves.”

The lack of professional preparation means that most climate-related activity depends on
individual initiative: of teachers, NGOs, or local associations. Education is nationally



standardised up to middle school, limiting local flexibility, although some regions (e.g. bilingual
Alpine areas) exercise limited autonomy.

In practice, schools that do engage with climate education often do so through extracurricular
collaborations, school trips, or projects led by external educators, rather than through the
structured curriculum.

2.2. Civil Society and Advocacy Initiatives

In the civic sphere, | spoke to a representative from Save the Children Italy, which has reframed
climate change as a child rights issue, recognising it as one of the main threats to children’s
wellbeing and equality. Since 2021, the organisation has pursued two strategic objectives:

1. Mainstreaming children’s rights within climate negotiations, such as the COP processes;
2. |Institutionalising child and youth participation in environmental policy.

Through the Lead for Change youth network, Save the Children supports young activists aged
16-24 in developing advocacy campaigns, participating in international forums, and influencing
national positions on climate and climate finance. The representative highlighted, however, that
youth engagement on climate remains limited, with many young people focusing instead on
issues such as migration and gender-based violence, which feel more immediate. The
challenge is to make climate action feel relevant and accessible, especially to marginalised
youth.

2.3. Grassroots Climate Education and Youth Movements

Fridays for Future: Peer-to-Peer Climate Learning

Giacomo Zattini, co-founder of a regional branch of Fridays for Future (FFF) and national
co-spokesperson in 2023, described how youth activists have become informal educators. In
response to school invitations, FFF members developed lesson materials and presentations on
the basics of climate change, tailored for secondary students (ages 14-19). They highlighted,
specifically, the ‘what can you do’: what could the students do today, or in their immediate future,
instead of solely looking towards what they would be able to do in their future careers. The FFF
branch would receive messages of thanks from some students following these lessons, saying
that they had taken some action in their homes or schools, and that it had inspired them.

Peer-led sessions in schools across Italy help demystify the topic and inspire activism. Zattini
explained that presenting as young people themselves created a sense of identification among
students:
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“Being younger in front of young people was really valuable - they saw we’re the same, and
tomorrow they could be in our place.”

However, access remains inconsistent. Some schools resist external visitors for bureaucratic or
ideological reasons, while others actively support collaboration. Success often depends on
individual teachers willing to champion the initiative.

In regions like Emilia-Romagna, where severe flooding in 2023 caused major damage, local
impacts have strengthened public understanding and lent legitimacy to FFF’s educational work.
Zattini made reference to the difference in reception of the work after the flooding:

“It was really fresh, they could feel it. It wasn’t something happening somewhere else; it was
close and in their city.”

2.4. Higher Education and National Collaboration

Manifesto for the Ecological Transformation of the University

The higher education sector in Italy is beginning to take a more explicit stance on its
responsibility within the ecological transition. Universities are being reimagined not only as sites
of learning and research, but as civic and cultural actors capable of modelling new forms of
social, economic, and environmental sustainability.

This perspective is powerfully articulated in the “Manifesto per la trasformazione ecologica
dell'universita (Manifesto for the Ecological Transformation of the University)”, developed by
WWEF ltalia and other youth and environmental organisations, in dialogue with civil society. The
Manifesto situates universities at the heart of Italy’s contribution to the global transition “away
from fossil fuels” agreed at COP28, arguing that higher education institutions must serve as
drivers of change, places where a new social contract for sustainability is imagined and enacted
(WWEF ltalia et al., 2025).

The Manifesto positions universities as physical and social spaces where “a different vision for a
truly sustainable socio-economic world for future generations can emerge” (ibid.). This vision
calls for universities to move beyond their traditional remit of teaching and research to promote
community cooperation. It positions universities as not only knowledge producers but public
institutions with ethical responsibilities: to reduce their own emissions, to make visible their
sources of funding, and to ensure that their partnerships and curricula align with Italy’s
international commitments on climate and human rights.

A central demand of the Manifesto is the pursuit of “Net-Zero Education and Research.” It urges
universities to:
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e Eliminate funding for teaching and research from highly polluting or rights-violating
industries (especially the fossil fuel sector);

e Publish transparent, monitorable decarbonisation strategies for all teaching and research
activities;

e Redirect financial and institutional support toward renewable energy, ecological
innovation, and sustainability transitions;

e Disclose private collaborations and consultancies with companies whose operations
conflict with national and international climate goals;

e Request national guidelines from the Ministry of Education, University and Research to
standardise these practices.

These commitments aim to make knowledge itself a form of renewable energy, an ethical
foundation for a just transition.

The Network of Universities for Sustainable Development

At the practical level, these principles are beginning to take shape through networks such as the
“‘Rete delle Universita per lo Sviluppo Sostenibile (The Network of Universities for Sustainable
Development)”, or RUS. This network represents a coordinated national approach within higher
education. Eleonora Maria Faga, from the University of Pavia’s Office for Sustainable Actions,
described how universities are engaging through:

e A working group on education within RUS, co-led by Riccardo Guidetti and Gabriella
Calvano, promoting cross-disciplinary integration of sustainability education;
Seminars and open-badge courses on sustainability and climate themes;
Collaborations with municipalities to make events more public-facing.

The education working group within RUS focuses on the different education modalities for
sustainable development, highlighting best practices and proposing new approaches, teaching,
and educational methods (RUS Education, 2024). They work on Lesson Zero on Sustainability,
a literacy course on the topic of sustainability. It aims to build a solid knowledge foundation that
can then cut across a variety of different subjects.

Pavia’s model reflects the institutional momentum building within Italian higher education. At the
end of 2024, the University hosted a meeting on the current state of the climate crisis alongside
FFF Pavia and the Department of the Environment and Ecological Transition of the Municipality
of Pavia, offering a forum for discussion with experts and local representatives (Giacomo
Pelizza, 2024). This forum facilitated conversation within the local area on the topic of climate
change, though it was noted that participation still tends to attract those already interested in the
topic. Scaling up to reach broader student populations remains an ongoing challenge.

The University of Genoa has gone further in its approach, developing a Smart Energy Building,
designed to meet goals of zero carbon emissions, energy and water efficiency, and building
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automation (University of Genoa, 2025). The university uses this building, among other things,
to host local secondary school students, who learn about the sustainable energy production and
responsible production projects developed at the university in the centre (Festival Dello Sviluppo
Sostenible, 2025a). This goes far to address the issue of engaging the broader student
population, embedding sustainability into the fabric of the university and using this to engage the
local, broader community.

2.5. Case Study 1: Elisabetta Mitrovic - Observation, Drawing, and the
Naturalist Approach

Elisabetta Mitrovic, a naturalist, illustrator, and environmental educator with over 25 years of
experience, exemplifies a creative and experiential approach to environmental education. Her
project Notebooks in Nature encourages drawing from life as a form of scientific observation,
combining artistic practice with ecological literacy (Mitrovic, 2025).

Mitrovic trains teachers through workshops and summer schools in collaboration with public
organisations, parks, and national education centres, guiding them to bring students outdoors
and observe the living world directly.

“Drawing forces us to observe; to notice details we would never see in a photo. It’'s not about art
for art’s sake, but about learning to love nature. The defence of biodiversity begins here.”

Her initiatives reconnect Italian teachers, many of whom have limited scientific backgrounds, to
nature as a living classroom. Unlike the UK, where field-based naturalist culture is stronger,
Mitrovic notes that Italian environmental education often remains theoretical. Through her
workshops, teachers rediscover the joy of observation, bringing that perspective back to their
classrooms. This, then, allows those teachers to replicate this experience for their students.
Mitrovic noted that drawing through direct observation is a powerful exercise for children,
developing not just their knowledge of and connection to the environment, but also their
attention, patience, and artistic skills.

“Observing in real life allows them to grasp details that often escape in printed images or on
screens. In addition, it stimulates curiosity and analytical skills: a child who draws an insect, a
leaf, or a bird must observe its shapes, colours, proportions, and perhaps ask questions about
its behaviour or function in nature.”

Her books replicate this model. “In riva al mare” is a book for children 7 and up, and anyone
who wants to, through the pages, join Mitrovic at the beach, and follow her explorations and
naturalistic observations through drawing. Mitrovic’s work also intersects with national cultural
programmes, such as the exhibition In Praise of Diversity - Journey into Italian Ecosystems
(Rome, 2024-25), where her illustrations and educational installations invite visitors to observe
and interpret biodiversity through art.
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Her case study illustrates how creative practice can bridge emotional, scientific, and aesthetic
dimensions of environmental education, helping both teachers and students “start from scratch”
in their relationship with the natural world.

2.6. Case Study 2: Serena Bonura - Embodied Environmental Learning in
Southern ltaly

Serena Bonura’s practice in southern ltaly represents an embodied, community-based
pedagogy that links environmental education to emotional well-being. Having led environmental
learning centres since the early 2000s, Bonura now combines yoga, mindfulness, and
ecological storytelling in her work with children and families. She finds that parents understand
yoga better than strictly environmental topics.

Her lessons are mostly outside, following topics like “tree” or “flower”, and using body movement
and sensory experience to cultivate empathy and attention:

“The children move like a tree, imagine the tree, and feel the tree. Through their bodies, they
learn fto listen: to themselves and to the world.”

It emphasises to children, alongside a connection to the natural world, a way of moving with
intention, where they are encouraged to pay attention to their body language. Bonura’s
approach reflects a response to burnout and disillusionment with institutional barriers. By
shifting from structured environmental education centres to small, personal teaching settings,
she demonstrates how care-based and relational pedagogies can nurture sustainability values
from the inside out. She spoke to me about how her work now is different from her past work in
more formal centres, but at the same time, not; that it is the same thing, expressed in different
ways.

Her work also addresses broader cultural and systemic issues:
e Limited institutional support and fragmented coordination between the north and the
south;
e Overreliance on individuals rather than public infrastructure;
e Growing pressure on children and parents within Italy’s education system.

For Bonura, environmental learning begins with listening, empathy, and self-awareness,
foundations she believes are essential before tackling more technical environmental topics.

2.7. Social Innovation and Dialogue: The Climate Streamers

Isabella Forchini, co-founder of the Climate Streamers Foundation, offers a contemporary model
for dialogue-based climate education. Developed as a university project in 2021, Climate
Streamers is an interactive card game designed to stimulate open, non-judgmental conversation



14

about climate change. Although the non-profit was established during Forchini’s studies in the
Netherlands, it is based on her experiences growing up in Italy, and she is working to expand its
Italian work. Used in educational and community settings, the game encourages participants to
share personal stories and explore emotions linked to the climate crisis, aiming to counter
polarisation and eco-anxiety.

“In Italy, we don’t often sit down to listen. Climate Streamers creates a space for vulnerability
and connection, not confrontation.”

Her experience highlights both the cultural barriers to open dialogue within Italy’s traditional,
hierarchical education system and the potential of playful, inclusive formats to engage younger
adults (ages 20-30). She told me that the game was really about connecting with people and
inviting them into a space that is vulnerable, something she noticed was needed as a part of her
climate education in Italy.

Forchini’'s work complements the more structural advocacy of Save the Children and the
grassroots activism of FFF, representing a growing emphasis on emotional intelligence,
communication skills, and depolarisation in climate education.

2.8. Rethinking Learning Spaces

The initiative “Ecosistema educativo diffuso: promuovere un abitare e un apprendimento
sostenibile (Widespread educational ecosystem: promoting sustainable living and learning)” was
a two-year study of a network of eight schools in the Friuli Venezia Giulia region. It aimed to
initiate, through a participatory planning process with the schools, as well as various local
stakeholders, a pedagogical and architectural redevelopment of the schools and surrounding
areas, aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (Festival Dello Sviluppo Sostenible,
2025b). This was intended to understand how to unite the ecosystem of the schools and their
surrounding areas.

This research by Gina Chianese and Barbara Bocchi (2023) helps interpret the diverse climate
and environmental education practices in Italy. Building on thinkers such as Freinet, Montessori,
Malaguzzi, and Pizzigoni, Chianese and Bocchi envision the school as an open, relational
ecosystem embedded in its community and territory. They argue for reconnecting architectural
and pedagogical design, transforming cities into “decentralised classrooms” where formal and
informal education interact.

“The school is the world, but the world is also school.” (Pizzigoni, 1956)

This vision resonates across the Italian examples:



15

e Mitrovic’s outdoor drawing workshops turn forests into classrooms;
Bonura’s yoga and social gardens transform the body and community into sites of
learning;

e Forchini’s Climate Streamers transforms dialogue itself into an educational space.

Where the space a student learns within is limited to a desk, there is a sense of confinement.
The examples | learned from Italy showed me the ways that the visions of climate education
could play out beyond the curriculum. School is no longer understood as a place of passive
instruction but a place of activation, awareness, and active citizenship- therefore, a connection
to the world beyond the classroom is needed in the education system now more than ever.
While this active citizenship can be cultivated by integrating climate change into a variety of
different subjects, as achieved by Minister Fioramonti, it can also be achieved through more
extracurricular forms of learning, as achieved by the case studies above.

Together, these illustrate a pedagogical shift from instruction to participation, from knowledge
transmission to co-creation: exactly the transformation Chianese identifies as essential for
contemporary education.

2.9. Emerging Patterns and Systemic Gaps

Across the Italian cases, several cross-cutting themes emerge:

Lack of systemic training on climate and sustainability; heavy reliance on external actors;
Local projects thrive, but with limited coordination or continuity;

Growing emphasis on embodied, creative, and dialogue-based learning;

Strong civil society activism but limited institutional support for youth voice;

Traditional schooling and language limitations constrain innovation and access to global
resources;

6. Emerging efforts to make nature, cities, and communities integral parts of the learning
environment.

abrwbd-~

2.10. Summary of Learnings

Climate education in ltaly is vibrant but fragmented, relying on passionate individuals rather than
systemic provision. Key opportunities for strengthening it include:

Embedding teacher training and professional development in sustainability education;
Building bridges between formal institutions and civic organisations;

Recognising and supporting innovative pedagogies like those of Mitrovic and Bonura;
Expanding access to Italian-language and depolarised learning resources;

Treating the territory itself as a learning environment, aligning with Chianese’s vision of
co-generated educational spaces.



16

Overall, ltaly’s experience shows that transformative climate education does not emerge from
policy alone, but from creative alliances between teachers, activists, artists, and communities.

3. Finland

The Finnish school system is underpinned by a cultural model that emphasises sustainable
development in its three interconnected dimensions: economic, social, and environmental
(Messina, 2023). These elements are designed to operate in balance, supporting both future
growth and the creation of integrated value networks. Finland’s approach to education reflects
this, embedding sustainability as a structural and cultural principle rather than a standalone
objective.

My time in Helsinki demonstrated that a city can be green as a way of life, designed around
people’s wellbeing and the principles of sustainability. | travelled mostly on electric public
transport - taxis, trams, and the metro - and was continually struck by how effortlessly
sustainability was woven into everyday life. The Oodi Central Library was a striking example of
this: an all-wood, energy-efficient public building that offers free workspaces, event venues, and
a community “urban workshop.” It encapsulated Helsinki’s ethos: a city built with and for its
citizens. Visiting schools across the region revealed the same commitment, with learning
environments built around equity, curiosity, and the cultivation of agency.

Finland’s leadership in sustainability is well recognised across Europe. During its 2019
Presidency of the European Council, the nation placed sustainability and the UN 2030 Agenda
at the core of its programme (Messina, 2023). It ranks as the fourth greenest country in the
world in Yale’s Environmental Performance Index (Block et al., 2024). Within this context,
climate and sustainability education are not treated as policy add-ons but as the social and
moral infrastructure of Finnish life.

3.1. Policy and Systemic Context

Finland’s education system, often celebrated for its excellence, is currently undergoing a
profound transformation. Despite its reputation, the country faces emerging challenges: a
widening gap between high- and low-performing students, growing social diversity, and the
lingering effects of the pandemic on learning outcomes. Municipalities play a central role in
education delivery, reflecting Finland’s decentralised governance model, which grants schools
and teachers significant autonomy.

Sustainability and climate change are embedded within the National Core Curriculum for
General Upper Secondary Education, which defines six transversal competences: well-being,
interaction, multidisciplinary and creative competence, societal competence, ethical and
environmental competence, and global and cultural competence (Finnish National Agency for
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Education, 2025b). Climate change appears not as a separate subject but as a cross-cutting
theme to be addressed across disciplines. This structural integration aims to normalise
sustainability thinking in every classroom, yet it also creates inconsistency, as implementation
depends heavily on local interpretation and teacher expertise.

National reform efforts have increasingly focused on the learning environment as a driver of
change. The Constructing Education framework, supported by the Council of Europe
Development Bank and the European Investment Bank, has redefined what counts as
“education infrastructure.” The initiative recognises that innovative architecture alone is
insufficient; new schools must include funding for teacher training, collaborative planning, and
community engagement. These reforms treat space, pedagogy, and sustainability as
inseparable: a holistic vision of how students learn, think, and interact within ecological limits.

3.2. Institutional Practices and Teacher Perspectives: The Open Climate Guide

Educator and researcher Pinja Sipari, of the Finnish Biology and Geography Teachers’
Association, has played a role in shaping Finland’s climate pedagogy. Through her leadership of
the Open Climate Guide for teachers, she has sought to make climate education
subject-specific, emotionally literate, and professionally supported. The project, first launched
nearly a decade ago and now being updated, offers pedagogical tools that help teachers
integrate climate change meaningfully into their own disciplines (Open Climate Guide, 2025).

Sipari identifies a paradox within Finland’s curriculum design: while students repeatedly
encounter climate change across subjects, the repetition can reduce engagement rather than
deepen it. Teachers often return to the same generalised narratives, leaving students with the
sense that they “already know this,” while lacking a systemic understanding of causes,
consequences, and collective solutions. Furthermore, she notes that many teachers hesitate to
discuss politically or emotionally charged aspects of climate change, fearing parental backlash
or controversy.

“The law may say we have to teach it, but that doesn’t mean parents will be happy.”

In a highly decentralised system without consistent communication channels or support
networks, teachers can feel isolated in addressing these complexities.

Sipari also warns against the conflation of environmental education with climate education.
Activities like recycling or gardening, while valuable, are often mistaken for climate pedagogy:

“A lot of people, when they talk about climate education, actually talk about all of the good
things happening in the world — and that’s not climate education.”

For her, meaningful teaching means engaging with the structural dimensions of the crisis -
energy systems, justice, and interdependence - rather than limiting lessons to individual lifestyle
changes.
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3.3. Youth Engagement and Research Insights: the CCC-Catapult Project

Research from the CCC-Catapult Project, co-led by Essi Aarnio-Linnanvuori in its insights from
Tampere, offers a window into young people’s experiences of climate education in Finland.
Compared to peers elsewhere in Europe, Finnish students reported lower levels of concern and
participation, particularly in relation to the urgency of phasing out fossil fuels. While most
students recognised the importance of the issue, fewer translated that understanding into
personal or collective action (Rissanen et al., 2023).

Interviews revealed a recurring sense of hopelessness and disengagement, with young people
expressing frustration toward older generations and scepticism about their own agency. Many
described classroom discussions as repetitive or disconnected from real-world change, leading
to what researchers termed “climate fatigue.” Students called for a stronger focus on solutions,
justice, and dialogue, alongside opportunities to discuss emotions and ethics.

Cited quotes from young people engaged in focus groups are as follows:

“Why should | do something for the climate if, in return, they take away my hobbies and
everything fun?”

“The whole scale feels much larger when you start thinking about it alone. Many give up right
away.”

"We're forced to try to educate our parents because we have to live here longer. It's the
responsibility of the young because parents don't understand this situation.”

"It's being pushed so much, the same thing."
They (teachers) are not more knowledgeable than we are."

The project recommends that Finnish schools:
Involve students directly in designing and evaluating climate learning experiences;
Encourage cross-curricular collaboration to reduce redundancy and deepen
understanding;
e Provide teacher training that supports dialogue, emotional resilience, and systems
thinking.

The findings underscore a wider challenge: Finland’s climate education is well-integrated
structurally, but depth and engagement require ongoing investment in teacher capacity and
youth participation.
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3.4. Case Study: Otaniemi Upper Secondary School

Otaniemi Upper Secondary School, located in Espoo, illustrates how Finland’s climate education
can come alive through collaborative, interdisciplinary practice. The school emerged from the
merger of two European Parliament Ambassador Schools, creating a new identity rooted in
global citizenship and sustainability (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2025a). Teachers
Maija Flinkman and Kirsi Haapamaki have been at the forefront of this transformation, working
closely with the Climate University network, a national consortium linking higher education
institutions to secondary schools around sustainability education.

Through Climate University training, Otaniemi’s teaching team systematically mapped where
climate-related content appeared in the national curriculum and coordinated how it was taught
across subjects. Student feedback played a central role: many expressed fatigue from repetitive
“‘doom narratives” and wanted learning experiences that connected science with hope and
action. Teachers responded by shifting emphasis from personal responsibility to systems
understanding, exploring how social, political, and ecological systems intersect.

The school has developed several distinctive initiatives:

e “Grandma’s House” connects students with older residents to exchange sustainable
skills such as repair and reuse, blending environmental education with social cohesion;

e Zero Emissions Day, coordinated nationally by Otaniemi, invites schools across Finland
to participate in climate-positive projects, encouraging inter-school collaboration and
civic visibility;

e A partnership with the Finnish Meteorological Institute and a sister school in Shanghai
operates a shared weather station, allowing students to collect and analyse real-time
data;

e The Planetary Garden, a collaboration with the Finnish Youth Research Society, turns
the school grounds into a living laboratory. Students grow food, manage beehives, and
reflect through art and writing on what it means to live within planetary boundaries,
inspired by Gilles Clément’s concept of the “garden in motion.”

As Haapamaki reflected:

“We’re not trying to handle the problems of tomorrow; we’re educating for what young people
will need.”

Supported by the City of Espoo, Microsoft’'s ChangeX initiative, and national grants, Otaniemi’s
approach demonstrates how schools can be designed as ecosystems of sustainability: spaces
that blend scientific inquiry, creativity, and collective agency.
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3.5. Emerging Patterns and Systemic Gaps
Across the Finnish case studies and national insights, several patterns emerge:

1. While embedding climate change across the curriculum ensures broad exposure, it also
demands structured teacher collaboration and sustained professional learning;

2. Young people want climate education that recognises emotion, justice, and meaning, not
just data and doom;

3. Reforms in educational architecture must include investment in teacher support,
reflection time, and community consultation;

4. Projects like Otaniemi’s Planetary Garden illustrate how schools can act as living
laboratories for sustainability, blending science, art, and intergenerational learning.

Overall, my time in Finland showed me an evolving paradigm in climate education, which could
merge policy with pedagogy, social cohesion, and emotional literacy. The Finnish model offers
valuable lessons for reimagining schools as places where students not only learn about climate
change but also learn to live well within it.

4. Comparing the ltalian and Finnish Approaches

The ltalian and Finnish contexts illustrate two markedly different, yet ultimately complementary,
models for integrating sustainability and climate education across educational systems. Each
represents a distinct balance between cultural transformation and institutional infrastructure,
revealing how societal values, governance traditions, and educational philosophies shape the
way young people engage with the ecological transition.

4.1 Divergent Starting Points: Culture vs. System

In ltaly, the ecological transition within education emerges as a cultural and moral movement,
rather than a purely administrative or curricular one. The integration of climate change as a
mandatory part of the curriculum was impactful, but limited in its ability to be implemented on the
ground. The Manifesto for the Ecological Transition in Higher Education articulates a vision of
Italian universities as civic agents- spaces where social justice, environmental ethics, and local
and cultural regeneration intersect. This movement is rooted in the energy of civil society,
student activism, and local networks of educators who view sustainability not as a subject, but
as a moral stance.

The case studies of Elisabetta Mitrovic and Serena Bonura illustrate how this approach relies on
personal agency and relational leadership. Change is driven through empathy, cooperation, and
informal networks that connect universities, communities, and schools. Yet, this decentralised
and voluntary mode of transformation also reveals its limits: a lack of structural coherence,
dependency on individual motivation, and uneven institutional commitment.
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By contrast, Finland represents the systemic integration of sustainability within education.
Sustainability is not an external agenda but an internalised principle of the Finnish model itself:
grounded in its national curriculum, teacher training structures, and the ethos of public service.
The Finnish National Core Curriculum integrates transversal competences such as ethical,
environmental, and global competence, embedding sustainability into all subjects rather than
isolating it within specific disciplines. However, even in this model, sustainability education faces
new challenges: repetition, emotional fatigue among students, teacher training and capacity,
and the difficulty of translating structural intentions into lived pedagogical practice.

4.2 Governance and Agency

These differences reflect broader governance cultures. In Italy, change relies heavily on
collective agency- bottom-up movements that pressure institutions to reimagine their social role.
In Finland, reform is primarily structural, emerging through state policy, municipal autonomy, and
curriculum design. Both systems display forms of decentralisation, but of very different kinds:
Italy’s decentralisation is cultural and civic, while Finland’s is bureaucratic and pedagogical.

In Italy, this has enabled experimentation and moral imagination, such as initiatives that
reconnect education with democracy. Yet, it can lead to fragmentation, with climate and
sustainability education flourishing in some universities or schools while remaining peripheral
elsewhere. In Finland, decentralisation is a product of trust in teachers and municipalities. The
autonomy of teachers is both a strength and a constraint: it encourages innovation within
classrooms, but can also isolate educators, leaving them without the collective professional
learning and community support needed to navigate the emotional and political tensions of
climate education.

4.3 Learning Environments

A further distinction lies in the material culture of schooling. Finnish education policy and
investment, as seen through the Constructing Education framework, link sustainability not only
to curriculum content but to the very architecture of learning environments. School buildings in
cities like Espoo and Jarvenpaa are being redesigned as flexible, open, and energy-efficient
spaces that encourage collaboration and wellbeing (Lefort, 2023). These physical reforms are
accompanied by professional development approaches that support new pedagogies for a
rapidly changing world.

In Italy, the sustainability projects | visited manifest educational institutions as symbolic and
cultural spaces, where the university, for example, could become a civic hub, or the classroom
as a site of dialogue and reflection. Rather than material infrastructure, transformation here is
social and ethical. This distinction highlights two complementary pathways: one focused on
rebuilding the physical and organisational scaffolding of education, the other on reimagining its
moral and cultural foundations.
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4.4 The Emotional Landscape of Climate Education

Across both contexts, teachers and students are grappling with the emotional and existential
dimensions of the climate crisis. In Finland, educators like Pinja Sipari and those at Otaniemi
Upper Secondary School note that repeated exposure to the same narratives of crisis can lead
to disengagement and fatigue. Students report feeling overwhelmed or sceptical of the repetitive
and abstract nature of climate teaching. Similarly, in Italy, educators working within the
ecological transition movement confront the challenge of maintaining hope and agency amid
widespread disillusionment and political inertia.

Both systems are thus searching for ways to make climate education emotionally sustainable,
balancing truth-telling about the crisis with opportunities for action, creativity, and community.
Finnish experiments such as the Planetary Garden and Italy’s participatory university models
point to the same conclusion: that sustainability education must be both intellectual and
affective, combining critical understanding with emotional resilience and social solidarity.

4.5 Converging Lessons

Ultimately, the Italian and Finnish experiences converge on a shared insight: the ecological
transition in education is not merely a curricular reform, but a cultural transformation. Italy’s
strength lies in its ability to connect sustainability to questions of meaning, justice, and civic
imagination. Finland’s lies in its capacity to operationalise these ideals through systemic policy,
teacher autonomy, and design thinking. The most effective future models may combine both: the
ethical depth of Italy’s grassroots movement with the structural coherence of Finland’s public
system.

Together, they offer a vision of education as capable of equipping young people not just with
knowledge about sustainability, but with the agency and imagination to build it.

5. Recommendations for the English Context

The English climate education landscape reflects both progress and fragmentation. While
climate change appears across the national curriculum in science and geography, its delivery
remains inconsistent, shaped by school type, leadership priorities, and the initiative of individual
teachers. The 2025 Curriculum and Assessment Review and the DfE Sustainability and Climate
Change Strategy mark important steps forward, but implementation remains non-uniform and
largely voluntary. High teacher workloads, narrow accountability frameworks, and limited
professional development opportunities further constrain transformative practice.

Drawing on insights from Italy and Finland, this section outlines a set of recommendations for
how England could build a systemic, equitable, and empowering model of climate and
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sustainability education that unites the cultural imagination of Italy with the structural coherence
of Finland.

5.1. Embedding Climate in the Existing Curriculum

Learning from Finland’s systemic integration and lItaly’s civic framing, England should define
sustainability not as an optional theme but as a core purpose of education. Projects such as the
Open Climate Guide show that there are significant existing opportunities to embed climate
awareness within the current curriculum. This may also work to not add to the existing
overwhelm in the schedules of teachers, where climate is integrated into existing topics instead
of adding new topics to develop materials for. The Open Climate Guide, as well as the evidence
in ltaly’s civil society climate education, show that there are possibilities to study many subjects
through an environmental lens, and in a way which supports climate action.

Recommendation:

e Integrate sustainability and climate literacy as cross-curricular competences, akin to
Finland’s transversal competences, ensuring that every subject contributes to ecological
understanding and action.

5.2. Invest in Teacher Agency, Capacity, and Collaboration

The evidence is clear: the quality and consistency of climate education in England depend
heavily on individual passionate teachers. However, 70% report inadequate training, and high
workload pressures make innovation difficult (Teach the Future and Brindle, 2021). Both Italy
and Finland demonstrate that transformation requires trust, time, and networks of practice.

Recommendations:

e Integrate sustainability and eco-pedagogy into initial teacher education and core CPD
frameworks, extending beyond science to all subjects;

e Fund a National Climate Education Professional Learning Network, modelled on
Finland’s Climate University;

e Provide protected time and small grants for teachers to co-develop materials and
curricula, and cross-school partnerships;

e Recognise and reward teacher leadership in sustainability through career progression
routes and fellowship programmes.
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5.3. Support Whole-School and Community Approaches

Both Italian and Finnish examples highlight that climate education is most powerful when
anchored in place and community. The National Education Nature Park demonstrates potential
here but could move from a voluntary initiative to a whole-school, systemic approach.

Recommendations:

e Incentivise partnerships between schools, local councils, and civil society organisations
to embed learning in real-world sustainability projects;

e Explain to students school decisions on changes to the school estate, for example,
adding solar panels, and, where possible, include them in these decisions;

e Signpost grant funding that is available for developments in schools in areas of
deprivation;

e Encourage student and teacher exchanges focused on climate literacy and democratic
participation.

5.4. Centre Wellbeing, Belonging, and Emotional Literacy

Students in both Italy and Finland are supported to explore not only knowledge but also the
emotional and ethical dimensions of ecological change. English schools must similarly address
eco-anxiety, grief, and hope, building resilience and collective agency.

Recommendations:

e Incorporate climate and emotional literacy training into teacher CPD and pastoral
programmes;

e Create and fund structured opportunities for student voice and dialogue, including
eco-councils, assemblies, and peer-led climate discussions;

e Integrate philosophy, ethics, and creative reflection into sustainability education to
deepen meaning and motivation.

5.5. Concluding Reflections

To move beyond piecemeal initiatives, England must reimagine climate education as a national
educational mission: one that unites moral purpose with systemic delivery. Italy demonstrates
how education can nurture civic imagination and ethical responsibility; Finland shows how
structure and coherence sustain that vision.

A truly world-leading English model would combine both. It could create an education system
where every learner can see themselves as a contributor to ecological renewal, and every
school operates as a living demonstration of what a sustainable, equitable future can look like.
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6. Conclusion

Across Italy, Finland, and England, a shared ambition is emerging: to prepare young people not
only to understand the world’s ecological challenges, but to participate in shaping its renewal.
The case studies and interviews presented in this report demonstrate that effective climate
education is not merely about content; it is about culture, connection, and coherence.

On a personal level, my experience has underlined that climate education is a pedagogical and
democratic project. It requires investment in teachers, schools, and young people, and demands
long-term transformation of the education system. Building a generation capable of solving the
climate crisis- to have resilience in the face of it- means moving beyond isolated initiatives
toward a shared, whole-system mission.
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