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Tips & guides for community engagement 

Overview 

This chapter is aimed at school teachers interested in developing and implementing engaging 

and meaningful environmental education programmes, specifically by connecting them to the 

practical and concrete issues faced by the local community.  

The goals, reflected by the further structure of this chapter, are to: 

• Set the background for what community engagement for environmental education 

means, and highlight the benefits of such approach; 

• Showcase a number of practical ways in which community involvement in 

environmental education programmes has been made; 

• Suggest ways in which you could use eco-podcasts to facilitate and support 

engagement of your students with the community for strengthening both the 

students’ and the community’s environmental education; 

• Provide a pathway and guidance for how to approach and undertake community 

engagement so as to avoid or overcome the many stumbling blocks that typically arise 

in such an endeavour.     

Learning objectives 

• Understand what community engagement means, specifically vis-a-vis environmental 

education  

• Understand the difference between internal and external community 

• Be aware of the bi-directional nature of community engagement in environmental 

education 

• Be aware of various drivers and barriers for community engagement 
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• Get actionable insights into how community engagement in environmental education 

can be stimulated and strengthened    

 

Theory Background 

Why do we need to connect and engage the community with environmental education? 

According to Stapp, et. al. (1969), environmental education is aimed at providing citizens with 

knowledge of the environment and connected problems, awareness of various solutions to these 

problems, and motivation to contribute to their resolution.  

UNESCO further stressed in 1980 that “an education that seeks the solution to concrete 

environmental problems implies not only the development of knowledge and techniques but 

also, and more important still, practical action by the community in specific environments.” 

Moreover, as per Gigliotti (1990), environmental education must make the connection between 

individual-actions and degradation of the environment, as well as empower individuals with 

actions that they can realistically take to address environmental challenges. Everyone must 

realize that they are part of the environment and that each of us is responsible for resource 

depletion and pollution, and for taking any small steps in our power to lower our negative impact 

on it.  

Hungerford and Volk (1990) also concluded that best environmental behaviour arises when 

people have and apply an internal locus of control to assessment and redress of concrete issues 

affecting their community. Students thus need to feel a sense of empowerment to become 

environmentally sensitive citizens whose actions are oriented towards positive environmental 

change, including by empowering and driving further action within their local community. 
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Practical Implementation 

Community engagement in environmental education is thus about partnering with key 

representatives and stakeholders of diverse community groups to forge common purposes and 

collaborate toward shared outcomes. Joining forces with various community groups allows 

environmental educators, on one hand, to complement theory with practical insights and real-

life application of environmental concepts, and on the other hand, to reach people who may fall 

outside the efforts of traditional environmental education. 

Who is the community? 

But who exactly constitutes the community? What are the different community groups to be 

considered and engaged with for environmental education?  

First of all, there is the community of students, as well as that of other teachers, in your school. 

Whilst these are internal communities, internal to your school, they are nevertheless parties 

external to you as an individual teacher. For your environmental education efforts to be most 

effective and meaningful, you will need to first and foremost stimulate your teacher colleagues, 

and your students to engage wholeheartedly.   

Environment and environmental issues can be analysed, understood and addressed from the 

perspective of different disciplines, ranging from natural sciences to social sciences and the 

humanities. Therefore, environmental education works best when integrated horizontally across 

the regular curriculum (including biology, geography, history, maths, economics, languages, arts, 

etc.), rather than as a separate discipline or subject. This requires the engagement with various 

other teachers to develop interdisciplinary environmental study programmes. 

As regards the students, for them to be actually engaged in your environmental education 

programme, they need to find it meaningful. This requires not just linking the topics addressed 

to the issues the students face in their daily lives within the family, neighbourhood and local 
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community, but also nurturing a sense of belonging and trust in the school and wider community. 

According to Springtide Research (2020), these feelings of belonging and trust have reached 

historical lows among young people (13 to 25 years old) and a very practical way to address this 

is what Dr. Josh Packard calls the "Notice, Name, Know" approach. This could be achieved by 

actively noticing the students in your class, their issues, concerns, degree of involvement and 

connection with the class, and individually inviting them to join a green club and teams in your 

school. Such personal attention and involvement in environmental education programmes that 

integrate practical application of knowledge and skills in environment protection initiatives (like, 

tending to a school garden, running waste recycling and composting, energy and water 

conservation initiatives) would stimulate students’ deeper engagement with environmental 

challenges and credible actions they can take to address them.   

The wider external community (and its groups) that you could engage with can be geographically 

based (for example, within your school neighbourhood, town, region, country), or based on some 

common denominator, like a common interest, profession, identity, culture, belief, or just a 

commitment to learning together.   

Examples and benefits of environmental education through community engagement  

The best practice of environmental education integration across the curriculum also gives an 

opportunity for increased interaction with the external community. There are more occasions to 

get community members to deliver or contribute to specific classes as guest speakers, to 

collaborate to the development of new and diverse education materials. Otherwise, also more 

opportunities to get the students out of the school setting, exposed to and involved in various 

forms of environment protection work in the community.  

Combining classroom-based learning with learning based on field trips, community work or 

projects allows students to apply knowledge and skills learned in the class to real-life and outdoor 

activities aimed at enhancing their own community. Engaging youth to identify opportunities and 
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provide solutions to the challenges they face in the community can help produce substantial 

improvements in student attitudes, motivation and achievements.  

Community projects based learning could be integrated across the curriculum, or it could be 

structured as the final, applied activity of a study unit. An example of such classroom and 

community based environmental learning comes from a high school in California, and consists of 

a 4-units project-based learning revolving around the development of a rural lake into a 

commercial resort area. You can read more about it, including detailed project design plans and 

community engagement worksheets here1. 

Learning based on projects and work within the community increases the involvement and 

connection of young people into the real life of the community through their participation in a 

wide range of concrete and meaningful tasks. For example, tree planting, maintenance of green 

spaces, clean-up campaigns, waste management, recycling and composting initiatives, repair 

shops and gatherings, etc.  

Another way in which schools and various community groups can collaborate in environmental 

education is through joint development and production of educational resources and support 

materials. These could range from books, to wiki platforms, videos or even podcasts. An example 

in this sense comes from Australia where web-based teaching and learning resources for primary 

and secondary schools related to rainforests and world heritage areas, were developed in a 

partnership between Southern Cross University and the Advisory Committees of the Gondwana 

Rainforests of Australia World Heritage Area. This partnership actually took the form of a 

voluntary competition integrated with the university students’ assessment requirements. More 

details on how this collaboration and competition took place, as well as suggestions for an 

improved approach can be found here2.  

 
1 https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3084&context=etd-project  
2 https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1069638.pdf  

https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3084&context=etd-project
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1069638.pdf
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3084&context=etd-project
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1069638.pdf
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Looking further at the potential for community engagement in environmental education through 

eco-podcasts, this is significant as it can take both an active and passive form. First, key 

stakeholders and representatives of various community groups (for example, environmental 

action NGOs) could be invited to facilitate class debates on different environmental topics, 

including spurred by specific podcasts. Moreover, they could be also invited as sponsors of or 

guest speakers on podcasts produced by the students. For example, local water or waste 

management companies, public transport and green energy providers, other green businesses 

could sponsor and provider guest speakers for podcasts on such topics. Otherwise, media 

companies could sponsor or support the production and dissemination of such podcasts by your 

students. It could also create a teacher-parent association helping students create podcasts that 

generate awareness and community action on specific climate change topics, or that reach out 

and advocate to elected officials to discuss environmental regulations that impact your school, 

neighbourhood, town, region or country. 

Furthermore, you could consider hosting in your school public lectures, roundtable discussions, 

workshops and other educational events aimed at increasing general community awareness of 

environmental issues. Invite experts to speak about climate change, adaptation and mitigation 

strategies, and the specific effects of climate change on your community. Students should also 

be encouraged to attend and supported to record podcasts with such experts, or vox-pops (short 

for vox populi, Latin for voice of the people) with the audience to get the pulse of what people 

are thinking about an issue or another discussed at such public events. 
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Overcome the challenges 

Community engagement in and for environmental education is a significant and long-term 

undertaking, often fraught with various challenges due to the complexity of both the education 

sector and the community at large that it is part of.  Therefore, it requires a proactive, intentional 

and systematic approach, with appropriate allocation of time and resources. Whilst you should 

approach community engagement with some ideas of why and how you would like to do this, 

with what outcomes, you should also shape and evolve these ideas based on information on, 

input and feedback from the targeted community groups. Further adjustments should also be 

made based on how the actual implementation goes, the pace of progress and outcomes, as well 

as various opportunities that may arise over time.   

However, as the African proverb wisely says:  

If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together! 

So, practically, as a school teacher and environmental educator, how do you go about engaging 

the community to walk with you towards a better, more sustainable environment?  

Outlined for you below is a practical pathway and guidance along three main stages of planning 

and building, implementing, and then further strengthening and growing the community 

engagement with your environmental education work.   

A. Plan and build community engagement strategically 

 

1. Be clear of your environmental education interests, priorities, goals and objectives. For 

example, are you specialised and focused on one environmental area of another, say 

water or waste management, pollution and health impact, food system? What are your 

environmental education aims: to convey information, build understanding, improve 

skills, enable sustainable actions? What are your specific, more measurable objectives for 
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the engagement with the community? For example, how many community 

representatives to bring to your class or on your eco-podcasts? How many student visits 

in various community sites? How many community members aware of and listening to 

your students’ developed podcasts?    

 

2. Envision the role the community should play in your engagement with it. For example, 

would it be mainly a beneficiary of, or a contributor to environmental education (e.g. 

materials, sessions)? Or maybe both? Could some community segments have one role 

and others another role? Could key community stakeholders and representatives co-

design, co-develop and co-deliver with you environmental education for your students? 

Maybe also for wider audiences within the community? 

 

3. Assess your readiness for engagement with the community.  Do this at both your 

individual and organisational level. Is community engagement part of your school’s 

strategy, policy or practice? Do you have any experience, skills or resources (e.g. 

colleagues, mentors, facilitators, training) than can help you kick-start community 

engagement initiatives by your school? The potential risk of unsuccessful engagement, as 

well as a realistic timeframe needed for meaningful change to occur, should be clearly 

understood by both you and your school. 

 

4. Build capacity for community engagement. You will need at least the interest and 

willingness of your school to allow you to allocate some time and money to prepare for 

and engage with the community. Both goodwill and training need to be invested to build 

capacity for effective engagement with the community. Pedagogical and environmental 

expertise needs to be complemented by communication and facilitation skills, inter-

cultural, diversity and inclusion competencies to allow for effective community 

engagement in environmental education.   
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5. Explore the community. Think about the structure and main groups within your 

community, and identify the ones you would like to work with. Go beyond geography, 

considering also community groups based on common interests, identity or culture. For 

example, you could consider the community of parents and relatives to the students in 

your school, the residents’ community in your school neighbourhood, the local policy-

makers or business community, the wider citizens’ community in your city or region, etc.  

 

6. Understand the community and its readiness for engagement. Learn about the various 

groups you could target, their concerns and aspirations vis-à-vis the environment, who 

are their key representatives and influencers, what are their main assets (experience, 

skills, resources). Learn about past efforts for community engagement with schools or on 

environmental issues, the difficulties encountered, solutions and progress achieved. This 

can be done through desk-research, but also through surveys, interviews, etc. 

 

7. Look for potential partners for engaging with the community. Identify and meet with 

key stakeholders and representatives of the community (e.g. parents, residents, business 

associations, local councillors), as well as other organizations that are already involved 

with the community, be it from an environmental education perspective or otherwise 

(e.g. NGOs in the health, active living, financial or digital literacy areas). Those most active 

in and trusted by the community could be your potential partners and help you build 

bridges with the community.  

 

8. Focus on leveraging strengths rather than addressing deficiencies. Target community 

groups with shared interests and priorities, reachable and active representatives, and 

relevant assets for use with/by children and youth. For example, interest and previous 
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experience in interacting with youngsters, sport grounds, parks and outdoor areas, farms, 

waste recycling facility, public concern and enthusiasm for environment, etc.  

 

9. Establish partnerships with clear terms of collaboration. Jointly develop an agreement 

(that does not need to be overly formal) that defines the purpose and shared 

commitment of the collaboration between you (your school) and key community 

stakeholders, representatives or influencers. Set clear roles and responsibilities for all 

parties involved. 

 

10. Start small and manageable, but build trust and strong relationships that can continue 

and grow beyond the initial collaboration into longer-term partnerships. Focus on making 

some “quick wins” in terms of community engagement, starting to collaborate with one 

or few communities and key representatives that you already know (maybe already 

worked with before), have shared interest and priorities, as well as some assets that you 

could use and leverage upon. Build trust and collaborative relations with them through 

honest communication and “win-win” approaches. Together you will be able to generate 

awareness and interest for engagement from other community groups, kick-starting a 

snow-ball effect. 

Β. Implement community engagement collaboratively and inclusively  

1. Engage as your target community audience needs and prefers – make the engagement 

meaningful to them. Select and adapt your environmental education materials/tools and 

preferred engagement modes according to both your environmental education aims and 

the specific needs and wants of the targeted community groups. Match and expand your 

community engagement initiatives to the scale, resources, and organizational capacity of 

your collaborators.  
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2. Co-design, co-develop and co-deliver the environmental education materials and specific 

community interactions. Actively collaborate with a diverse group of partners and 

community representatives, so as to ensure that a variety of perspectives and practices 

are represented and that the content meets the needs and interests of the target groups. 

For example, you should engage community partners to choose the topic of discussions 

and debates with your students, of eco-podcasts to speak on, or others to be developed 

for community outreach. Use education materials that have been reviewed by 

environmental and subject-matter experts, and have them reviewed by community 

partners before wider dissemination.  

 

3. Integrate diversity and equity principles in the content and delivery. Engaging with the 

community implies working with individuals, groups and organizations that may have 

different perspectives, capabilities, cultural backgrounds and working styles. Facilitate 

authentic involvement of diverse community members. Be sensitive to and address 

cultural and power differentials within the community and partnership, ensuring that all 

perspectives are valued. Pay attention to the importance of respectful and inclusive 

language, sensitive to gender, age, ethnic, racial, religious, ability and other differences 

between us all. Educate in this sense your students, your community partners and 

representatives (who could come as guest facilitators or speakers to your environmental 

class or eco-podcasts) and target community audiences (for example by demonstrating 

use of inclusive language on your eco-podcasts).   

 

4. Make your educational materials and specific interactions broadly accessible. Use easily 

understandable language and terminology in your classes and eco-podcasts, at the 

literacy levels appropriate for your students and target audiences within the community. 

Moreover, select communications technologies that are broadly accessible to the 
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community. Whilst podcasts in themselves can be very accessible in general, the way you 

inform wider audiences in the community of their existence matters.  

 

5. Leverage the power of mass media and social marketing. Engage with journalists, TV and 

radio hosts, social media influencers. Use traditional and social media to spread 

awareness of environmental issues and engage people in conversations and actions. 

Leverage existing networks and platforms to create communication channels for 

information sharing and stakeholder engagement. For example, you could use social 

media and radio programmes to generate general public awareness of and interest in 

your or your students’ eco-podcasts. 

 

6. Support capacity building for active citizenship in the community. Empower and support 

the community to build knowledge and skills for independent and critical thinking, 

deliberation, informed decision making, self-reliance and civic action. Podcasts can be 

very useful in integrating environmental education with public communication, but they 

should also be complemented by social and behavioural change approaches. Adapt your 

environmental education approaches and delivery to support different community 

groups, with different cultures, to come and address together common challenges like 

climate change.  

C. Monitor, evaluate, learn, iterate and celebrate progress 

1. Establish key performance indicators (KPIs) for your engagement with the community. 

These should be aligned with the set aims and nature of community engagement (with 

its various groups). You could consider a variety of outcomes, including increased 

interaction of children, youth and schools with different community groups and 

representatives, increased awareness of specific community challenges and possible 
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practical solutions, improved knowledge and skills, community environment 

improvement, fundraising, increased influence on environmental policy, etc.  

 

2. Regularly take stock of the progress towards the set KPIs. Given the long-term and 

strategic nature of the initiatives and partnerships for community engagement, regular 

tracking and assessment of progress towards the set aims is important to allow course 

and speed correction. Look for any type of progress, even if diverging from the initially 

set aims. As much as possible, use a mix of evaluation approaches, both quantitative and 

qualitative, and surely participatory. Collecting data and feedback directly from the 

targeted community is a must for their continued trust and engagement.  

 

3. Incorporate feedback loops for the further adaptation and improvement of 

environmental education materials, approaches and specific interactions with the 

community. Initial community engagement aims and partnerships may need to be revised 

and/or supplemented by others, new community groups or stakeholders engaged with, 

etc. 

 

4. Resolve and learn from tension and conflict, exploring its root causes. Keep in mind that 

effective collaborations take time to develop and require a willingness to address 

problems and for continuous learning. Use equitable and transparent budgeting of 

resources with your collaborators, shared decision-making processes and open 

communications to help address or reduce conflict. 

 

5. Publicise community engagement progress and reward key achievements. Tell the story 

of how your school and community groups collaborate, honour your partners and their 

contributions, share monitoring and evaluation results. Celebrating individual and group 

successes publicly is important to motivate and encourage the community to continue 
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their involvement. Use celebration events as opportunities for inviting and engaging with 

new community groups and representatives. All these will strengthen and expand your 

community engagement initiatives.   
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