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Abstract

Student-led, pro-environmental behavioural change initiatives are becoming more commonplace in
New Zealand secondary schools. However, there appears to be little research that has investigated
perceptions of what ‘student-led’ entails, how it is enacted and the results of such behavioural change
in New Zealand secondary schools. The aim of this research was to investigate student-led initiatives
in the context of waste minimisation. How students perceived their roles as agents of pro-
environmental change in secondary schools was explored, along with the enablers and barriers they
encountered as they led behavioural change initiatives in their schools. The usefulness of behavioural
change theories for developing, initiating and reflecting on the success of behavioural change

strategies was also explored.

This research used a critical qualitative method with a case study approach primarily utilising focus
group discussions and semi-structured interviews with 33 environmental council students and 10
supporting staff members from three secondary schools, to capture their perceptions and experiences

as they engaged in a whole-school waste reduction initiative.

A definition of student empowerment comprised of two characteristics was developed and used in
conjunction with Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Participation and Fielding’s (2001) Levels of Student
Involvement model to capture the complex structural and cultural characteristics that supported and
hindered students’ perceptions of empowerment. It was found that while students initially believed that
they had the means and the power to bring about change in their school, they experienced several
barriers that prevented them from bringing about any measurable behavioural change in their

school. As a consequence, this research illustrates how historical expectations of and limitations
placed on students within schools can impede today’s students’ attempts to fulfil their role as active

and empowered citizens.

Furthermore, this research analysed the usefulness of two behavioural change theories, the Theory of
Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1985) and Social Practice Theory (Shove, Pantzar, & Watson, 2012),
throughout these year-long behavioural change initiatives. Findings indicated that behavioural change
is complex, made up of personal, social and contextual influences and, therefore, neither theory is
able to capture the intricate nature of student-led behavioural change. This thesis concludes by
suggesting a number of real-world and conceptual implications for future research that explores the

facilitating of student-led, pro-environmental behavioural change.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The Guardian 14 December 2018 headline: A youth activist on the climate crisis:
politicians won'’t save us
(Barrett, 2018)

CNN 12 December 2018 headline: 15-year-old climate activists accuses world leaders at
COP24 of stealing kids’ futures
(Davidson, 2018)

In These Times 12 December 2018 headline: After youth activists storm their justices, 13
more House members agree to support a green new deal
(Palleschi, 2018)

New Zealand Herald 3 December 2018 headline: Whangarei students picking up other
people’s ‘gross’ rubbish
(NZ Herald, 2018b)

The above quotes illustrate that it is hard to open a newspaper or scroll through a news website
without seeing evidence of young people engaging with today’s greatest issues. History highlights the
important roles young people have had in some of the greatest social protests of human history,
including the 1970s Vietham War protests, China’s 1989 Tiananmen Square Movement and more
recently in the United States, the student-led Never Again movement against gun violence and the
Indigenous water rights lawsuits hoping to improve water access on Native American tribal lands
(Blakemore, 2018). As can be seen by the headlines above, environmental issues and concerns
motivate youth around the world to attempt to change not only their peers, but their communities,

institutions and governments.

Positive outcomes of youth activists go beyond what they are able to accomplish in the moment of
action. Many adults see youth activism as evidence that they are engaging in the democratic process,
and thus feel hopeful that youth will grow up to be thoughtful and active in their local and national
democratic processes (Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2010). In addition, youth activism is credited with
building youths’ critical thinking, organisational and interpersonal skills. One definition of youth
environmental action describes the process as one where youth and adults “co-create environmental
and social change” (Schusler & Krasny, 2015, p. 363). If this definition is to be accepted, then schools
are an important place to research, build and promote student activism or, for the purpose of this
study, student-led change initiatives. However, as Montgomery and Kehoe (2016) note, schools are
more likely to be discussed for their high stake assessment scores, learning outcomes and truancy
numbers rather than their success in facilitating students to use their creativity and agency to create a
better world.

This research examines how students who already identify themselves as agents of change within
their school attempt to influence their peers and staff, and how staff support or hinder the students to
make lasting change to both behaviour and school systems. This research will contribute to both
theory and practice about how students and staff collaborate in making decisions that students deem
important to their school experience. Furthermore, this research will contribute to critique of the

usefulness of popular behavioural change theories in a student-led secondary school context.



This chapter presents the rationale for conducting this study. Firstly, a short background to the
research is provided in Section 1.1, followed by Section 1.2 which describes the researcher’s personal
interest in the topic. Section 1.3 outlines the aims of this study. Then, a short summary of the study’s

research approach is described in Section 1.4. Finally, Section 1.5 provides an outline for this thesis.

1.1 Background to the research

As the world becomes more connected, images and stories of youth expressing their opinions and
taking action for today’s issues and striving for a different and better tomorrow flood newspapers,
televisions and computer screens, as illustrated above. However, what makes these youth committed
and capable remains elusive. Student engagement and empowerment research (see Appendix A for a
definition) has created a library of definitions, models and policy suggestions, yet much of the research
presents authentic student empowerment in simplistic terms, as simple as giving the students an
opportunity to ask questions during lessons or vote on proposed changes to school uniform. More
gualitative research is needed to generate in-depth findings about the complex nature of student
empowerment (see Appendix A for a definition) . Therefore, a pool of knowledge can be created that
schools, both typical and atypical, can use to inform their own journey towards teaching and

supporting empowered students (see Appendix A for a definition).

In addition, much of the research into changing the behaviour of secondary students, specifically
around pro-environmental behaviours (see Appendix A for a definition), has assumed that teachers or
adult staff would be leading the initiative. In this way, it is assumed that the people attempting to bring
about behavioural change are the same people that make the decisions in the classroom, and to a
degree the whole school. Also, much of the current research assumes that teenagers behave in the
same manner as adults when responding to behavioural change ideas and initiatives. This research
also critiques the strengths and weaknesses of two popular behavioural change theories as | analyse

the complex situation of three student-led initiatives, in adult-run educational institutions.

| began this journey interested in how to support students to bring about long-term, pro-environmental
behavioural change in their school. | had planned on exploring what behavioural change strategies the
students used to bring about a reduction of waste to landfill on their campus. By generating
guantitative data on the amount of waste sent to landfill before and after each behavioural change

event or strategy, | hoped to be able to investigate how and why a strategy was successful or not.

All of the schools | approached to participate in this study described themselves, both in policy and
practice, as actively promoting and supporting student empowerment. Furthermore, only schools that
indicated they had student-led environmental council (EC) (see Appendix A for a definition) tasked
planning or were running waste reduction initiatives at the time were considered. | believed at the
beginning of this study that | would be studying schools that had succeeded in creating systems and a
school culture that empowered students, and that much of the discussion would be highlighting the

best practice | had seen around supporting student leadership.

However, as Eames, Cowie, and Bolstad (2008) stated in their report on education for sustainability

(EfS) in New Zealand, neither national nor school level policies promoting student empowerment and
2



student-led action through EfS had led to dramatic change in most secondary level classrooms. In a
similar vein, my research focused less on the specific strategies that promoted lasting pro-
environmental behavioural change in a secondary school, and more on how structural and cultural
characteristics within a school enabled (see Appendix A for a definition) students or created barriers to
them attempting to bring about change in the school. Therefore, this study has grown beyond the
simple objective of answering the question, How do youth bring about behavioural change in their
school? to What do schools need to change to enable students to attempt to bring about change

within their school?

1.2 The researcher’s interest in the topic

First and foremost, this research came about in response to my journey of self-realisation that many of
my personal habits, lifestyle expectations and long-term goals had obvious negative consequences on
the environment around me. As a child | remember being told to turn off the lights because electricity
cost money, and money did not grow on trees, and not to waste food because there are starving
children in Africa, though | argued at the time that | was really saving them because no-one really likes
eating peas. It was not until my mid-twenties that | began to realise that my consumption of energy
impacted on more than just my pocketbook, and that there was more to food than who was and was
not eating it. In attempting to minimise my footprint on the environment, | must be willing to look for

opportunities to be more environmentally friendly in every part of my life, including my work and study.

Two additional factors helped me focus my choice of research topic. First was the reactive nature of
what | have taught in secondary schools. Instead of shaping lessons in response to what was going on
in society and students’ lives at the time, | was teaching about what happened in the past, hoping that
the knowledge would magically transform into usable information in the future, hardly a quality
educational expectation. The second factor was my experience working as a WasteWise facilitator

supporting teachers and students bring about pro-environmental change in New Zealand schools.

| taught secondary school social sciences for 15 years, both in the United States as well as in New
Zealand. For most of my career, my course curriculum primarily focused on teaching students what
had happened and how it changed the world for the better or worse. For the first few years of
teaching, textbooks and my own knowledge of course topics were the primary sources of information
for my students. However, as the 21st century began, so did the normalisation of youth using the
internet as a source of information (D. Levin & Arafeh, 2003). | was witnessing a fundamental change

to how youth learned about the world.

What | did not withess was how teachers, including myself, were adapting our teaching for students
who no longer needed us to provide all the right answers. Ten years later when | left my last
secondary teaching position, | was saddened by the 20th century teaching that | still saw happening,
teaching students about the past and ignoring that the internet and social media were informing

students about today even before they arrived at the school gate in the morning.

The internet changed what it meant to be a student, and yet | saw that it had only limited effect on

what it meant to be a teacher. | believe this disconnect has led to schools failing to keep up with what
3



students are capable of in today’s society. Students can learn about an environmental issue on their
Facebook feed, research what is causing the issue, worry about what their future will be like, and then
connect and organise action with other youth, all from their home devices. It is my personal belief that
schools need to rethink what they have to offer to students, and society. Buildings that teach passive
students about the facts of yesterday are no longer needed or wanted by students, communities or

governments.

| chose to explore the conditions and characteristics of how to support empowered students in
secondary schools quite simply because | saw the problem but did not know what the solution was. |
could not tell a beginning teacher how to fully utilise the understanding, motivation and capability of
students in a classroom setting. | chose to research ways to bring about authentic student

empowerment because my ignorance was part of the problem.

In addition, | chose the specific context of this research project, student-led waste reduction initiatives
in secondary schools, in an attempt to address another failure | had experienced. After leaving public
education, | took a job as a WasteWise facilitator for schools in Auckland, New Zealand. My role was
to support schools and teachers through curriculum support, behavioural change initiatives, and by
suggesting changes to schools’ waste systems and procedures, to reduce the amount of waste they

were sending to landfill.

However, | was again faced with the personal realisation that | did not have the knowledge and
understanding needed to help secondary school administrators, teachers, and students succeed. After
three years, | had only a few examples of secondary schools succeeding at reducing their waste.
Instead, | had many stories of highly motivated, environmentally minded teachers and students who
had reported high stress levels, disappointment and disillusionment about being unable to bring about
pro-environmental change in their school. | came to believe that without a better understanding of how
to bring about change in a school, | was blindly telling teachers and students that they can make a
difference, without truly knowing if they could. The WasteWise programme folded due to regional
government funding cuts to environmental education programmes three years after | took on the job,
leaving few examples of teachers or students being able to bring about whole-school waste reduction

behaviours.

1.3 Aim of this research

The aim of this qualitative case study research is to gain an in-depth understanding of what enablers
and barriers students leading behavioural change initiatives in secondary schools experience and to
critique the usefulness of behavioural change theories for developing, initiating and reflecting on the
success of behavioural change strategies. | was interested in understanding if or how students’
perceptions of their role as agents of change in the school changed in response to their engagement
with teachers and administrators throughout the year-long initiative. | was also interested in how
students’ attempts to bring about pro-environmental behavioural change could be theorised using

popular behavioural change theory.



The following research questions were formulated to understand how to support students bring about

long-term, pro-environmental change within their school:

1. What are environmental council students’ perceptions and understandings about their role as
change-makers (see Appendix A for a definition) within their school?

2. What are major enablers and barriers to empowering students to enact a change initiative
within their school?

3. How do environmental council student members enact change to waste reduction practices

within their school?

1.4 Research approach

This research followed three secondary schools’ ECs as they attempted to reduce the amount of
waste the school sent to landfill. A qualitative case study approach was employed to capture the
complex motivations, interactions and consequences of students attempting to bring about school-
wide change (Yin, 2014).

This study generated data from focus group interviews with EC general student members to capture
the motivations, goals and expectations the general EC students had at the beginning of the
behavioural change initiative. In addition, EC student leaders also participated in two focus group
interviews at the beginning and end of the year-long initiative. Ten staff who were key to the success
of the initiative also participated in individual semi-structured interviews throughout the initiative.
Relevant documents from both students and the school, as well as observational notes that | took
during meetings, informal interactions between students and staff, waste audit data and weekly waste

disposal weights were also analysed for this study.

1.4.1 Assumptions

| have used several student participation models, as explored in Section 2.2, as lenses through which
to analyse the type and quality of student participation in their school’s decision-making process. Due
to limited theorising about student-led behavioural change initiatives in secondary schools, this
research draws from other contexts such as a workplace, the healthcare sector and tertiary
institutions, with the assumption that these different contexts could provide some insight into a

secondary school setting.
As a researcher, | started this study with a number of key assumptions:

e EC students, leaders and supporting staff wanted the waste reduction initiative to be student-
led and believed the student leadership benefited individual students as well as the school.

e Students’ perceptions of empowerment are mental constructions and not tangible elements
that can change in response to personal, interpersonal or physical circumstances.

e ECs could not bring about whole-school behavioural change without engaging with supporting
staff.



e Teenagers are strongly motivated by perceptions of what is socially expected in communal

spaces.

1.4.2 Rationale and significance of the research

Few people question the positive potential for students leading change within their school and that
society will benefit from youth attempting to bring about pro-environmental behavioural change.
Historically, however, research into both student empowerment and behavioural change theory have
focused on theoretical outcomes or people’s stated intentions for future action. This type of data
generation highlights the possibilities for the future without going into detail about the process or
journey. | hypothesised the journey would provide more useful insights into bringing about change
both in our schools and our larger communities. There will never be a 100% empowered student any
more than there will be a person who acts in a 100% environmentally responsible manner; however,
there is value in understanding how to bring about a more empowered youth and a more

environmentally responsible person.

It is important, therefore, that we identify structural, social and cultural characteristics that lead to
students not only perceiving that they have the power to bring about change, but that allow them to
bring about actual long-term change. Potentially, in this way, schools can continue to transform from
20th century institutions of passive learning about facts and skills to communities that encourage
students to question, plan, and make change, skills that are needed in this century.

1.5 Outline of the thesis

The thesis contains seven chapters. Chapter 1 has introduced my thesis, my motivation and beliefs
regarding the role schools have in empowering youth to make positive changes within their schools
and the need to critically examine how useful current behavioural change theories are for youth-led

initiatives in secondary schools.

The second chapter (literature review) discusses how previous research relating to waste behaviour
has contributed significantly to the understanding of pro-environmental behavioural change, while also
highlighting the gaps in knowledge about how to bring about long-term behavioural change within
specific social contexts such as educational facilities. Next, a definition of student empowerment will
be justified for use as an analysis framework. Finally, two popular behavioural change theories that
could provide a lens for theorising about student-led, pro-environmental behavioural change initiatives

will be explored.

Chapter 3 details the methodology and research design of this study. A description of the sampling
technique used for selecting the participants, as well as justification for how and what type of data
were generated and how thematic analysis guided the data analysis process, is provided. This chapter

also discusses the ethical considerations relevant to this study.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present the findings of the study. Chapter 4 presents the findings from Wauconda

High School as they attempt to install recycling bins around their school campus (all school nhames are
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pseudonyms). While the EC students reported high levels of motivation and personal agency to bring
about change in their school, they experienced structural and cultural barriers that detracted from their

sense of empowerment and ability to bring about lasting behavioural change.

In Chapter 5, the findings from Grayslake College are described. The impact of different goals and
expectations for students leading change within the school are discussed, along with how these

different perceptions impacted on relationships between EC students, leaders and supporting staff.
How limited access to critical information and participation in the school’s decision-making process

impacted on the success of the student-led behavioural change initiative is also outlined.

Chapter 6 presents the findings from Mundelein College. The importance of relationships and informal
conversations for building resilience are discussed, as well as how EC leaders’ perceptions of their
ability to bring about behavioural change impacted on their feelings of agency. Next, the guiding

principles and characteristics of this EC’s behavioural change strategies are discussed.

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis. A summary of the findings is given and each of the research
guestions is addressed. A critique of what structural and cultural issues need to be addressed to
promote students’ perceptions of empowerment are discussed. It is also argued that current
behavioural change theories, when used in isolation, fail to appreciate the complexity of social
contexts such as educational institutions. This chapter concludes with implications for schools wanting

to support authentic student empowerment and offers suggestions for further research.



Chapter 2: Understanding student-led change in schools
and relevant research

This chapter situates the topic of this thesis, investigating ways to support students to bring about pro-
environmental change within their school, within the literature of student empowerment and

behavioural change theories.

The chapter starts by describing why, when the world is focused on the impacts of global
environmental issues such as global warming, declining biodiversity and declining natural resources, a
study focused on waste behaviour is still important. Then, in Section 2.2, research that attempts to
explain the value and the framework for empowering youth to become agents of pro-environmental
change will be discussed. Finally, Section 2.3 examines two popular behavioural change theories, the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and Social Practice Theory (SPT).

2.1 Why are we still talking about waste behaviour?

Climate change dominates today’s social and political conversations and is considered by some to be
the most pressing issue for behavioural change researchers of the 21st century (Antholis & Talbott,
2010). However, other researchers have suggested that the complexity and enormity of the issue and
the uncertainty about what the impacts will be, and when and where they will happen, can be
overwhelming and lead to inaction, both from institutional actors and at the individual level (Clayton et
al., 2015; Urry, 2015). These factors mean the topic is a particularly difficult one for behavioural
change researchers to study (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005; Giddens, 2009; Urry, 2015).

Waste and issues with waste disposal offer a more easily framed problem for people of all ages. The
World Bank (2018) predicts people will dispose of 3.4 billion tonnes of waste a year by 2050. The
visual nature of waste, as waste disposal bins can be found in most kitchens, workplaces and
communal spaces around the world, means that people are already aware that waste is an issue. For
youth, waste behaviour is something they engage in every day, both at home and at school. Issues
around illegal waste dumping in their communities, as well as litter on school campuses, mean that
they do not need a textbook definition about what waste is and why their lives would be better with

less of it.

From a researcher’s perspective, waste disposal and reduction behaviour changes can be more easily
measured than other contributors to climate change, such as energy reduction or the carbon
emissions from food miles. In New Zealand, Waste Management Ltd, the largest waste collection and
disposal company in the country, reported $24.8 million profit for 2017 (Underhill, 2018). As can be
expected from any large organisation with such a high profit margin, the company keeps detailed
records of how much waste they collect from their customers. Therefore, there are data on how much
waste most schools in New Zealand are disposing of on a weekly or monthly basis. The widely
available quantitative data around waste disposal within schools, when used in tandem with in-depth

gualitative data, provide a clear frame of the waste issue for any researcher as well as the public.



Interestingly, most schools that participated in an Auckland Council WasteWise programme between
2005 and 2016 were unaware that these data were being collected by their waste collection company
and were only able to calculate how much waste was being generated on campus through conducting

their own waste audits, by sorting and weighing a day’s worth of waste.

In addition, The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education [MoE], 2007), as well as many local
councils throughout New Zealand, have identified schools as critical places of learning about the value
of New Zealand’s environment and resources (Ministry for the Environment [MfE], 2011, MoE, 2007).
Research has shown that learning about waste and environmental issues can also be effectively
facilitated by teachers. However, empowered students can also be very successful in facilitating
learning and behavioural change, especially when involved with environmental issues (Seidman,
2012; Walton, Helferty, & Clarke, 2009).

2.1.1 Framing the waste issue

Climate change is affecting every corner of the world in the form of droughts, floods, forest fires and
more intense weather events of increasing frequency that are changing the lives of plants, animals
and humans alike (Myers, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, Akerlof, & Leiserowitz, 2013). At first look, waste
management may seem like a very small part of the climate change issue; however, landfills are one
of the largest sources of anthropogenic methane emissions globally (Powell, Townsend, &
Zimmerman, 2015). New Zealand’s landfills account for 6% of New Zealand’s total greenhouse gas
emissions (GHG) released into the atmosphere each year (Brown & Petrie, 2006). When waste
disposal is viewed as part of a consumption cycle, starting with the extraction of materials, then
manufacturing, distribution, usage and finally end-of-life management, it becomes clearer that steps
taken to divert waste from landfill have broad cumulative effects on global warming (United States
Environmental Protection Agency, 2015). These steps can have a positive effect because waste is a
by-product of every stage of the consumption cycle; from the discarded earth and rock removed during
mineral extraction, to disposal of a product’s packaging materials. Figure 2.1 highlights how actions of
reusing, recovery and recycling can skip stages in the consumption cycle, thus eliminating the
detrimental effects of physical waste sent to landfill, as well as harmful by-products of stages, such as
GHG emissions. Some of the common materials we find in our households, such as aluminium cans,
highlight the benefits of the reusing, recovery and recycling as found in the inner circle of Figure 2.1.
The waste produced from mining bauxite and turning it into new aluminium is substantial, when
compared to the opportunity for aluminium to be recycled an unlimited number of times, thus
eliminating the emissions or waste from both the extraction stage, including the transportation of raw

materials, and much of the production stage all together (Norsk Hydro, 2016).



Figure 2.1. Life-cycle chain from extraction through production to consumption and waste (European
Environment Agency, 2014, para. 6)

Like many island nation-dwellers, New Zealanders are aware of the damage climate change is having
on both the unique natural environment, as well as the agricultural industry in New Zealand (Craig et
al., 2000). A report by the MfE (2014) presents a list of how climate change is likely to affect New
Zealand in terms of “higher temperatures ..., rising sea levels, more frequent extreme weather events
such as droughts (especially in the east of New Zealand) and floods” (p. 1). A Colmar Brunton poll in
2018 showed how aware New Zealanders were about the local damage being done to the
environment in New Zealand. Of those polled, 75% reported feeling extremely or very concerned
about the pollution in the lakes and rivers. Interestingly, while water pollution was reported as the
number two concern, below the cost of living, climate change was ranked in seventh place of
importance with only 61% of people reporting they were extremely or very concerned about it (NZ
Herald, 2018a).

Among many other concerns, the New Zealand Government has identified waste reduction as a key
goal for the nation, both in the global fight against climate change and a local desire to use the
nation’s natural resources in a sustainable way (Auckland Council, 2011). New Zealand produces a
large amount of waste each year. In 2011, New Zealanders sent 2.461 million tonnes of solid waste to
landfill with Auckland residents being responsible for over 57% of the material (MfE, 2011). With
“waste generation closely linked to population, urbanization, and affluence”, the Auckland region plays
a crucial role in New Zealand’s waste reduction goals (Krantzberg, Tanik, do Carmo, Indarto, & Ekdal,
2010, p. 2). As of January 2019, the New Zealand Government has not conducted another national
waste to landfill audit. However, Auckland City, which is home to 33% of the population, experienced a
40% increase in waste to landfill between 2010 and 2016 (Auckland Council, 2018). A waste
management report released in 2017 stated a city-wide waste reduction goal of 30% per person by
2027, and an aspirational goal of zero waste by 2040 (Auckland Council, 2017). According to Figure
2.2, by 2027 Auckland City’s population growth suggests the city may experience as much as a 12.5%

increase in waste if current waste disposal amounts are not decreased.
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Figure 2.2. Graph showing waste projections by population growth for Auckland (Auckland Council,
2011, p. 64).

Waste is a by-product of every stage of consumerism, and therefore presents critical questions about
how to best limit the negative impacts of its by-products on the environment, people and economies
(European Environment Agency, 2014). The World Wildlife Foundation published a report in 2012
stating that at the world’s current rate of production and consumption, the Earth needs on average 1.5
years to replenish what is consumed in one-year (World Wildlife Foundation, 2012). However, due to
population growth, urbanisation and economic expansion, New Zealand needs 2.5 years to replenish
one-year of production and consumption (Labowitz & Baumann-Pauly, 2014). Data for 2018 is
currently unavailable, but predictions suggest the amount of waste generated per person has

continued to increase (Auckland Council, 2018).

2.1.2 Waste reduction: The role of schools

New Zealand’s current government has identified schools as having a critical role in achieving New
Zealand’s waste reduction goals (Auckland Council, 2011; MfE, 2011). Schools, like other public
institutions, send a considerable amount of rubbish to landfill each year and have been targeted as
organisations that would benefit from waste reduction initiatives (WasteWise Programme, 2015). Also,
schools are seen as a means of shaping the nation’s youth into environmentally aware and
responsible citizens (MfE, 2011). Similar foci can be found at an international level, for example in the
aims of the United Nations Global Action Programme (GAP). Aims of the United Nations (UN) GAP
include increasing the support and training for educators teaching sustainable development curriculum
and empowering and motivating youth to take action (UNESCO, 2016). However, there appears to be
limited research examining what New Zealand students understand about waste disposal and

reduction, and associated behavioural change strategies.
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There are limited data describing how much waste schools send to landfill each year. Despite many
programmes around the world conducting waste audits in schools, most of these programmes do not
keep records of the waste audit results. However, data from 16 Auckland secondary schools’ first
waste audits conducted between 2009 and 2015 show on average each school sent 84.79 kg of
rubbish to landfill a day, or 16.110 tonnes a school year. With 344 secondary schools in New Zealand,

they are clearly important institutions to target with waste reduction initiatives (MoE, 2015).

Another reason governments and waste management organisations have targeted schools is the large
number of people that schools can reach with waste reduction initiatives. A report by the New Zealand
Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment (2004) describes how learning “is a process that
influences the ways people think, feel and act” (p. 14). In this way, schools could have an important
role to play in facilitating pro-environmental behavioural change, specifically around waste disposal
practices. Auckland alone has more than 507,000 children and young people living within the city
limits (Stats NZ, 2014). In addition to the direct contact students have with environmental education
(EE), several studies indicate that immediate family members of students engaged in EE show
positive pro-environmental behavioural change (Damerell, Howe, & Milner-Gulland, 2013; Duvall &
Zint, 2007). However, there is limited information about how students engage with the waste systems

in their school and how they can lead meaningful behavioural change initiatives in their school.

2.2 Thinking about empowering students to bring about change

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1998) states that children have
the right to voice their opinions and participate in decision-making processes when the situation is
important to them. The report claims adults need to provide a safe place for a child to give his/her

opinion, give their opinion weight, and have a voice in a transparent decision-making process.

A recent analysis has provided strong evidence for the high level of importance the UN document puts
on child participation, suggesting only through authentic discussion with children can adults hope to
understand what a child needs to be happy (Ben-Aryeh, Fragnes, Casas, & Korbin, 2014). Ruck,
Keating, Saewyc, Earls, and Ben-Arieh (2016) explain that the “notion of well-being and quality of life
is rooted in the personal experiences of human beings; children experience life and define their quality
of life in a unique way” (p. 18) and therefore provide essential information for any adult attempting to
understand and improve the lives of children. Research highlights that children are not citizens-in-the-
making, that they experience, learn and evaluate throughout their childhood, making them fully fledged

human beings, rather than “human becomings” (T. Lucas, 1998, p. 217).

New Zealand, like many countries today, has included student participation, as stated in the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, into national educational guidelines. The New Zealand
Curriculum vision states “young people will be confident, connected, actively involved, lifelong
learners” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8). While this curriculum sets the direction for students taking
a greater role in their learning and educational facilities, it has, however, left the specifics of what
these concepts mean and how the school goes about transitioning from a traditional knowledge and

skills focused learning culture up to the school.
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It is here, after the governmental guidelines have been published, that the main problem occurs. The
problem is that, in many educational facilities, it is left up to adults, teachers and school administrators
to interpret how to allow students to participate in their learning (McQuillan, 2005; Seidman, 2012;
Walton et al., 2009). This is a process that Ben-Aryeh et al. (2014) clearly point out will not be based
on the experiences, expectations and perceptions of students within their school and runs counter to
the UNCRC. Therefore, there is space to explore to what extent New Zealand schools allow children

to take a greater role in their learning.

2.2.1 Youth engagement: Definitions of student voice, participation and
empowerment?

There are many terms being used to describe students having an inclusive role in their school’s

decision-making processes. Three common terms that are used in educational materials are student
voice, student participation and student empowerment (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015). While
the terms have sometime been used interchangeably, upon closer inspection these terms have very

different definitions. All three will now be discussed in turn.

The simplistic term student voice has been a favourite among researchers and school administrators
alike (Taylor & Robinson, 2009). However, focusing on the actual voice, meaning what students have
to say about what is going on in their school, is to neglect the power students have to enquire, create
and act on their own passions and ideas for the benefit of the school and wider community (Rudduck
& Fielding, 2006). Adding to the complexity, and further dashing the usefulness of a simple term, are
the expanding fora students can use to express themselves. For example, Waller (2011) highlights the
growing importance of social networking in schools, providing ways for students to participate above
and beyond traditional face-to-face discourse. As new fora for expression arise, so will the prevalence
of multiple voices, such as the difference between public and private voice, or the voice for friends
versus that used with teachers (Quiroz, 2001). Beane and Apple (1995) offer another critique of the
term student voice; the possibility of schools highlighting only the prominent voices within a student
body, explaining “many schools silence the voices of those outside the dominant culture” (p. 15).
Therefore, the term student voice, while a very important part of an inclusive school, seemingly puts

limits on what is expected and valued from the students.

Unlike student voice that refers to how students are encouraged to share their ideas, experiences and
opinions, student participation refers to a continuum of how much power-sharing is happening
between the students and adults (Smit, 2013). Therefore, the term student participation does not
automatically suggest best practice, as both Hart’s (1987) and Fielding’s (2001) models show how low
levels of participation can often come across as tokenistic, or as manipulation of the students for the
benefit of the ideas and actions of the adults (Fielding & Prieto, 2002).

Considering the focus of this study, the term student empowerment seems apposite (Duhon-Haynes,
1996; McQuillan, 2005; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995). Student empowerment is based on the idea
that students must feel in control of issues that they believe are critical to their position as learners in

an organisation (Kirk et al., 2017). Researchers such as Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) and Kirk et
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al. (2017) highlight how most schools are currently disempowering students, many from the first day
the students arrive in class. First-day activities such as classroom syllabuses that outline what the
students will be learning, what tasks they are expected to complete and when the student will be
allowed, or required, to discuss set topics, lay the groundwork for a teacher-controlled educational
experience (Kirk et al., 2017). However, the focus of this study is not on a school course, but on a
student-led extra-curricular activity that has no set guidelines or restrictions imposed on it by The New

Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007).

For the purpose of this study, student empowerment is defined as having two qualities:

1. Students’ perceptions that they can effect change (Duhon-Haynes, 1996); and
2. Students’ ability to effect change (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015).

This definition accepts that feeling ‘empowered’ is not a permanent state of being, and that challenges
and barriers can change how empowered a student feels. There is also value in McQuillan’s (2005)
description of student empowerment as having three dimensions: academic, political and social. The

relevance of each dimension to this study will now be discussed in turn.

2.2.1.1 Academic dimension

The academic dimension empowers students by allowing them to question what they are learning:
“Why does this matter? Who benefits? Who does not benefit? Who decides?” (McQuillan, 2005, p. 4).
In order for students to create change in the school, they must have the desire to question the status
quo. This notion fits well with the study’s focus on student-led initiatives because each of the three
ECs selected for the study were looking at the current waste systems and waste culture of the school,
critiquing the successes and failures of the systems and then deciding what actions they needed to
take to effect change. Researchers such as Fine and Weis (1999) point out that oftentimes a student’s
ability to question is limited by their supporting adults’ willingness to consider that society, their

schools and, in some instances, their own beliefs and actions are wrong.

2.2.1.2 Political dimension

The second dimension, political, suggests students have the power to change things greater than
themselves. Enacting such change forces students to engage with the formal and informal power
structures within their school (Giroux, 1984). Robinson and Taylor’s (2013) research into power
relations between students and school personnel suggests that there are many barriers for students
who desire to enact meaningful change. They found a ‘taken-for-granted’ culture in the unspoken
power structure in the schools that prevented most members of the student body, as well as the
faculty, from moving away from the top-down, or teacher-centred, method of governance. Therefore,
how students and staff see their role in formal and informal power relations can in part determine the

success and failure of a student-led initiative.
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2.2.1.3 Social dimension

The final dimension of ‘empowerment’ is social, which could play a large role in this study. McQuillan
(2005) describes the social element as supportive relationships between and within groups. The social
context and process of change within a school plays a critical role in empowering students. Having
policies and procedures that “promote dialogue between teacher and students, a conversation in
which everyone feels safe to speak and all voices are respected” (McQuillan, 2005, p. 643) can
provide a setting that fosters empowerment of all people. Another important relationship is the one
between peers. Ladson-Billings and Tate IV (1995) suggest that students can learn to support and

empower their peers, something needed if student-led initiatives are to succeed.

Despite considerable research abroad analysing the relationships between students and teachers,
there have been few studies that look into the specific characteristics, successes and challenges that
appear within the New Zealand education system when considering student empowerment. Therefore,
there is space to explore how student leaders and key staff perceive their roles and the limitations of
students facilitating change within the school, as well as how these perceived roles correlate to the

effectiveness of the behavioural change the group of students are trying to achieve.

2.2.2 Theories explaining student empowerment

Many theories have emerged about the best way to promote student empowerment in schools. Four
popular theories—democratic, action competence, enlightenment rationale, and empowerment
rationale—offer different roles for both students and adults, as well as limitations put on how and what
type of participation students play in the decision-making process. The four theories provide a
framework to analyse how students engage with adults and peers to encourage pro-environmental

behavioural change. An overview of each theory is presented in Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1. Four theories of promoting student empowerment

Theory Key Ideas Roles Limitations
Democratic Citizenship, Students: Learn, Students do not take action, adults can
knowledge, voting,  voice, vote censor voices, students are not part of
representatives Adults: Teach, listen,  the final decision-making process
decide
Action Knowledge, Students: Choose, Requires non-traditional teacher-
Competence decisions, action, learn, take action, student roles and school structure,

cross-curricular
projects

reflection

Adults: Provide
holistic support for
student

values process not outcomes

Enlightenment

School is a service

Students: Individual

Not all individuals can be

Rationale provider, critiques, choice and accommodated, students only give
individualism actions feedback to adults, otherwise not part
Adults: Listen and of the decision-making process
accommodate when
possible
Empowerment All persons are Students: Part of Difficulty creating culture without
Rationale equal, decision-making traditional power hierarchies, each
individualism, process for all aspects  student sets their own outcomes,
activism central to their therefore not comparable to other

education

Adults: Creating an
environment that
supports what each
student chooses

students or schools

Note: Comparison synthesised from Dewey (1916), Fielding (2011), James (2006), Jensen and Schnack (1997),

and Weiler (2008).

Each theory of student empowerment has suggested roles for both adults and students, and

advocates when and how students should participate. These roles do empower students to create

change within their school. However, while all the above theories focus on empowering students, each

offers limitations as to what type of access to the decision-making process is ‘good’ for students,

adults, and the school as a whole. Each theory will now be discussed in turn.

2.2.2.1 Democratic theory

One of the most recognisable theories in Western nations is the democratic theory. As democratic

nations profess their commitment to citizens’ participation through voting and meaningful dialogue,

many have looked to schools as incubators of the good citizens of the future (Dworkin, Saha, & Hill,

2003). A ‘democratic’ school is not a new concept. John Dewey’s (1916) book titled Democracy and

education: An introduction to the philosophy of education described the need for schools to be a

microcosm of the type of society that is desired. Dewey suggests that schools have the power to

become something better than what is happening in the wider society. Therefore, any improvement to

a democratic society will first appear in the schools before taking hold in the adult political sphere

(Dworkin et al., 2003). Supporters of the democratic school theory believe that politically engaged

students will become politically engaged adults. The idea of creating ‘future citizens’ values students

and childhood in a very distinct way; namely, what they have to offer as adults (James, 2006).
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It can be argued that in light of the complexity of today’s environmental problems, seeing students as
tomorrow’s, not today’s, environmentalists seems like a sensible goal to many school administrators
(Jensen & Schnack, 1997). Even the UNCRC (1990) states that children need adult guidance and to
feel safe as they participate in the decision-making process. However, there is evidence that global
issues such as climate change can be overly distressing for young people (Krnel & Naglic, 2009).
Several studies have shown evidence of students feeling overwhelmed by environmental fears, while
not having the skills to take definitive action. In a 2007 survey of 600 Australian primary school
students, 52% worried about the lack of water in the future, thus highlighting the emotional distress
that students are already experiencing (Tucci, Mitchell, & Goddard, 2007).

A school with policies based on the democratic theory may allow students some choice in what they
are learning, but will insist that knowledge-based action will occur only when they become adult
citizens of the greater society (James, 2006). Referring back to Dewey’s (1916) ideas of schools as
societal models, it could be argued that it is the duty of teachers to educate students about
environmental issues, instilling the understanding that as adults they will have a civic responsibility to
take action in response to the problems. A group of empowered students may therefore be given the
choice of what environmental issue to learn about, study what is working and not working today with

the desire to act for the betterment of the environment when they are adults.

However, a growing community of educators have voiced concerns that the democratic theory is
based solely on a westernised set of values (Wotherspoon, 2014). For many cultures such as the
Indigenous Maori people, Western notions of voting and individual rights differ greatly from their
personal histories (Eames & Barker, 2011). It has been argued that democratic systems reinforce the
importance of a single identity, pitting minority groups against the larger interests of the whole group
(Wotherspoon, 2014).

2.2.2.2 Action competence theory

A theory that expands on the traditional idea of democratic participation is the action competence
theory. Jensen and Schnack (1997) describe action competence as the combination of two parts, “an
analysis of the nature of environmental problems and an idea of education as something more than
academic schooling or behaviour modification” (p. 164). Action competence shares the democratic
theory’s value of environmental knowledge, but disagrees with the idea that children are not citizens
until they are adults, thus promoting the practice of meaningful democratic actions as students
(Holdsworth, 2000; James, 2006). Action competence theory builds upon Lucas’s (1979) popular
definition of environmental education as “education about the environment, education for the
environment and education in the environment” (Linke, 1980, p. 102), extending it to include “a fourth
component, education for active environmental concern and participation” (Connell, Fien, Sykes, &
Yencken, 2014, p. 86). Students go beyond discussing what activism looks like, to actually identifying

real issues and taking real action.

Whereas democratic theory values what students will do in the future, programmes underpinned by
action competence expect students to attempt, if not succeed, to effect change while still in school.

Adults are expected to offer support and guidance in a holistic manner, for example, making
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connections to people or organisations that have specific knowledge or skill sets (Eames, Barker,
Wilson-Hill, & Law, 2010) Many diverse nations and cultures have created environmental education
programmes based on this theory, including the Eco-schools programme popular in Europe and the

Enviroschools programme in New Zealand (Eames, Bolstad, & Robertson, 2008).

Despite the popularity of the action competence theory in many school systems, and its tenets being
included in The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) under the key competency
Participating and Contributing, some researchers have suggested that secondary schools are failing to
create a programme underpinned by this theory (Eames & Barker, 2011; Eames et al., 2010). Issues
of how students’ days are timetabled into traditional one-subject periods, and how teachers are
divided into departments both present major hurdles to a school attempting to offer a cross-curricular
action competence programme (Birdsall & Glasgow, 2014). In order to value students’ educational
choices, such as what environmental issue to learn about, and support students’ knowledge-based
actions, schools need to break away from the traditional roles played by both teachers and students

within the school.

2.2.2.3 Enlightenment rationale theory

A further theory that can be helpful in explaining the role of students in bringing about change in a
school is the enlightenment rationale theory. This theory suggests that, as with the democratic and
action competence theories, schools should represent the wider communities, but from an economic
not democratic perspective (Weiler, 2008). The school is seen as a service provider, and the students
are the customers (Farthing, 2012). Much like the many expectations customers have when they pay
for a service, schools must meet many outcomes to be considered successful, including but not limited
to “national exams ... training for the work force, to labour productivity, to citizens’ understanding of
social and cultural values and to enhancing their creative potential” (Le Grand, 2009, p. 65). The
relationship between service provider and customer needs to be reciprocal, with the students
encouraged to express their wants and opinions about issues within the school, and the school

expected to adjust its service where appropriate (Weiler, 2008).

The enlightenment rationale theory values each student’s opinions and choices, as they are seen as
full citizens, while the adults’ duty is to make decisions and take action (Clarke, Newman, Smith,
Vidler, & Westmarland, 2007). A school policy based on the enlightenment rationale theory would be
“listening respectfully to children, their ideas and helping them feel more empowered ...” as well as
being “responsive to the child’s voice ... and honor[ing] children’s stated preferences” (Warshak, 2003,
p. 374). The school could see an ‘emp