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What does environmental education 
look like in the classroom?

Abstract: The environmental and climate changes occurring on our planet are largely the result of human actions. In concert, rampant bias and inequity exist in many human 

spheres, including – but not limited to – social, academic, and civic. Environmental education (EE) is a methodology and mindset that integrates systems thinking, hands-on learning, 

and social justice work across a cohesive curriculum. EE empowers educators, learners, and community members in many ways. Whether it is taking an active role in learning, 

protecting and restoring the environment, or dismantling biases, EE provides tools for success. I provide five lesson plans that serve as a basis for the development of a science 

curriculum based in EE principles at the 7-12 level. These lessons may be personalized in a number of ways to suit a variety of learners and learning needs. Ideas to help educators 

meet students’ needs and gradually reduce dependence on teacher-centric learning, is provided throughout. This allows scaffolding of the curriculum for a variety of levels. I provide 

pedagogical and EE principles to accompany each lesson and detail the process of development of this curriculum.

Inputs, Components, and Outputs Environmental education can take on several forms, to address a wide variety of issues, 

and produces an equally wide variety of outcomes. Featured here are some of the most notable, important, and well-studied 

reasons to implement environmental education, the ways it manifests in the classroom, and outcomes for students of 

environmental education.
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Next Steps: COVID-19 interrupted plans to implement these lessons in a classroom setting. As educational institutions 

return to a more normal schedule, I plan to implement these lessons in the classroom. My graduate work will also center on 

these topics, and my lesson planning here will be valuable in my entrance to graduate study as a foundational work. Finally, 

the lessons, activities, and resources I have created will be licensed under Creative Commons and listed on Teachers Pay 

Teachers, a website for educators to share resources, so that a variety of educators can make use of them.
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The Fish Game: This interactive sustainability game provides students with an easily-

accessible example of sustainability in action. Gameplay is simple and requires very little 

introduction. Taking into consideration the desire to make money as a fisherperson, keep all 

the fisher folk happy, and maintain the population of fish in the lake, students are introduced to 

the many aspects of sustainability, and can begin to consider sustainability an umbrella term 

that extends beyond the environmental.

A Short History of Nearly 

Everything: Bryson’s witty and 

engaging novel provides a huge wealth 

of knowledge in bite-sized chapters and 

accessible language. In just a few pages, 

Bryson details the contributions of 

Thomas Midgley, Jr., an inventor who 

added lead to gasoline and dabbled in 

refrigeration, at the cost of the 

environment. The political, economic, 

and social implications of Midgley’s 

actions make this chapter an excellent 

example of the multipronged approach 

that sustainability action must take.
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Ecological Footprint Calculator: This online tool from the Global Footprint Network 

allows students to reflect on the impacts of their families and communities on global systems 

of climate, infrastructure, and environmental change. This resource is a powerful tool for 

introducing the highly-interconnected aspects of sustainability, and its many branches. Users 

can examine how their transportation, diet, housing, and other aspects of daily life impact 

the global environment and are also invited to explore solutions to help offset these impacts.
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