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Wild Citizens: enabling children to become active environmental citizens

In recent times, calls to tackle the climate and nature crisis and live more sustainably are becoming more and more prominent and urgent. Such calls require environmental citizens; that is, citizens who are able to take action at local, national and transnational levels and to assume environmental agency through pro-environmental behaviours, attitudes and values. Placing emphasis on action within learning environments is essential given the current global environmental challenges, and therefore action competences (Sass et al., 2020) need to be addressed and fostered early in young people’s education.  To enable children to become active environmental citizens we collaborated with five primary schools in the south-east of England in co-designing and co-delivering a school-based, outdoor ‘Wild Citizens’ programme focusing on biodiversity enhancement. The children explored their school grounds, discussed, decided, and implemented interventions to enhance its biodiversity, and finally, communicated their findings within their local community and advocated for the importance of their actions. Semi-structured group interviews were used to explore children’s’ environmental citizenship and action competences. The main themes emerging from our data included (a) environmental awareness and knowledge, (b) environmental responsibility and (c) confidence in own influencing possibilities, with children being able to articulate the importance of environmental protection, and discuss their role within that process. This work provides empirical grounding towards the operationalisation of environmental citizenship at the primary school level. 
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Introduction 
In recent times, calls to tackle the climate and nature crisis and live more sustainably are becoming more and more prominent and urgent (SDSN & IEEP, 2019; WWF, 2022). The most recent Living Planet Report (WWF, 2022) calls for urgent and collective action to protect our environment and build a better future for our wildlife and planet. Such calls require environmental citizens; that is, citizens who are able to take action at local, national and transnational levels and to assume environmental agency through pro-environmental behaviours, attitudes and values (ENEC, 2018). According to Monte and Reis (2021), education for environmental citizenship at the primary school level should address environmental awareness, environmental knowledge, communication, critical thinking and creativity skills, and finally values such as responsibility, justice and equity. A pedagogical framework within science education for fostering environmental citizenship is socioscientific inquiry-based learning (SSIBL) (Authors, 2021), which focuses on teaching and learning science for citizenship through three stages: (a) ASK - placing learning within socioscientific issues (SSI) contexts, (b) FIND OUT - employing inquiry-based learning and (c) ACT - requiring learners to take meaningful action as a result of their learning (Levinson, 2018). A key dimension of SSIBL that separates it from other socioscientific issues-based approaches is the focus on action, supporting children to become agents of change within their communities. Sass et al. (2020) conceptualise action competences as those that enable individuals to engage in decision-making around controversial issues such as socio-environmental issues, and argue that individuals need to be supported in three key domains in developing action competences: (a) knowledge and skills of the issue and action possibilities (b) willingness, commitment and passion to contribute to action and (c) confidence in their own influencing possibilities and in their own skills and capacities for change. Such action competences and focus on learning science using SSI-based education has been the focus of research at the secondary school level, but less research focuses on using SSI or SSIBL at the primary school level, assuming that young children are not able to deal with the complexity of controversial issues or understand the importance of these issues for everyday life. This study explores this under-researched area by focusing on primary school children’s environmental citizenship when children participate in an educational approach, ‘Wild Citizens’, informed by the three SSIBL stages (ASK, FIND OUT, ACT). The overall research question was: What aspects of environmental citizenship are primary school children that participate in the Wild Citizens educational approach able to articulate and engage with?
Methods 
A qualitative methodology has been adopted for this study. Semi-structured group interviews were conducted with children to explore how they articulate and experience dimensions of environmental citizenship and action competences. Drawing on Monte and Reis (2021) framework for environmental citizenship and Sass et al.’s (2020) domains of action competences, we developed a semi-structured interview schedule to explore children’s environmental citizenship and action competences, within the context of the ‘Wild Citizens’ project, a biodiversity enhancement programme for primary school children. During the Wild Citizens programme, we worked with primary school teachers and children in co-designing and implementing activities modelling the process of setting up and carrying out a biodiversity action plan; children explored their school grounds, discussed, decided, and implemented interventions to enhance its biodiversity, and took part in activities to communicate their findings within their community (school, parents, other schools) and advocate for the importance of protecting the environment. Our sample consisted of primary-aged children (7-11 years old) from five volunteer primary schools in south-east England. In each of these five schools, between 15-40 children participated in Wild Citizens, and a sub-sample of them were interviewed. Group interviews were chosen over individual interviews due to the study participants’ age. Being interviewed in a group setting aims at making children feel at ease and more comfortable sharing their ideas, views and experiences in a safe and familiar environment, and allows for richer responses by children (Lewis, 1992). Each interview group consisted of 3-6 children. Group composition and selection was decided by class teachers, based on the children’s familiarity with each other, frequency of attending the Wild Citizens activities (some children were not able to attend all sessions) and parental consent gained for being interviewed. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used applying a predetermined framework based on Monte and Reis (2021) and Sass et al. (2020) but also allowing for new themes to emerge from the data where needed. A total of 40 group interviews were conducted; 20 interviews when children started discussing what they have observed and what actions to take, and 20 more interviews with the same children in the same groups at the end of the programme. Collecting data at these two points allowed us an insight to how children articulate their participation in Wild Citizens as active environmental citizens during different activities. 
Results 
The themes of (i) environmental awareness & knowledge, (ii) environmental responsibility and (iii) confidence in own influencing possibilities, were prominent in our dataset. We present here illustrative examples of these key themes; full analysis of results will be presented in more detail at the conference. The environmental awareness and knowledge theme included instances where the children noted their own awareness of knowledge and understanding about nature and the environment: ‘I felt like at the start, I didn't really know much about nature and understand how to treat them, but now […] I've learnt more about nature and how to keep care of it’. Children were able to articulate ways of helping and supporting wildlife as part of a wider awareness of the important role that the environment has. For example, in one group the children said that ‘we learned that people need to be much more kinder to animals around the world and we need to help so they can live and then say someone spotted a bee and tried to hurt it that would be bad because bees actually help us’. In discussing the important role of the environment children were also able to articulate their own environmental responsibility, indicating an awareness of values related to environmental citizenship (Monte & Reis, 2021).  For instance, the children noted that ‘[taking part in Wild Citizens] is important for me because I just…so I can teach other people that bugs are trying to help you that bugs aren't trying to like sting you or anything. They're just trying to help you’ (School 2, Group 3). The overwhelming majority of the groups interviewed stated that they felt they were making a difference at both points of data collection, articulating confidence in own influencing possibilities and were able to note simple actions they can take within and outside school, e.g., ‘I think we take away all the plastic on the ground and on the floor and all that and maybe take away some of the poisonous plants and that will help all the animals, they won’t be able to choke on anything’ (School 1, Group 2). Further, children were able to articulate ways in which they could support nature outside of school demonstrating environmental agency by focusing on advocating for environmental protection, e.g., ‘I think we've made a difference because at the start, like, everyone [at the school] was hurting nature and like it wasn't very good. And now we've taught some more people to keep care of it and now they actually help and like protect the animals’. 
Discussion and conclusions 
In this study we explore primary-age children’s environmental citizenship dimensions with a focus on active participation and action. Young children are, and should be seen as ‘active citizens’ and not as future citizens (Jans, 2004) and supported in developing their confidence and belief that they can make a difference within their social settings. In our work, making a difference was considered by children both in terms of how they were helping the environment themselves, as well as how they were able to become agents of change within their school community. This study contributes to the fields of SSI-based education and environmental citizenship by illustrating that when given the opportunity and provided the educational scaffolds needed (through programmes such as Wild Citizens) primary-aged children are able and do take action to protect their environment and to advocate for the importance of doing so within and outside their school communities. Consequently, educational approaches that offer opportunities for children to develop action competences need to start early in the educational journeys of young people, and the Wild Citizens educational programme, based on SSIBL, is able to support the fostering of such competences. Our work provides empirical grounding that can support the operationalisation of environmental citizenship as appropriate for primary school children. Implications for teacher education will also be discussed. 
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