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Chapter 9
Take Action!
Encountering Disorienting Dilemmas in Order to Include the
More-Than-Human World – an Act of Sustainable Thinking
Margaretha Häggström and Linus Djurstedt
Abstract. This chapter is based on a one year-long participatory action research study, including 22 students in a compulsory Grade two class (year 8–9). The general aim with
this study is to shed light on the pupils’ actions regarding disorienting dilemmas they
encountered in the nearby forest, through a six-week long Storyline. An underlying
purpose is to study the role of the teacher, and the interaction between the teacher and
the pupils. The teacher’s aim with the Storyline was to create a Storyline in which the
students were enabled to enhance ecological literacy. The result shows that the students
developed action competence for sustainability. One essential prerequisite for this to
happen was the teacher’s flexibility and open-minded approach that allowed for unplanned events to occur.
Keywords: Disorienting dilemma, sustainable thinking, plant blindness, affective learning theory, action research, autoethnography

Introduction
Life on earth is at risk. Forests are burning, we witness dangerous flooding and the
oceans are becoming seas of plastic. Different kinds of pollution have been a problem
not only for decades but for centuries. Climate change is one of the issues that children
and young people are most concerned about (Strazdins & Skeat, 2011, Ojala & Bengtsson, 2019; Unicef, 2019). Hickman (2019), who has studied children’s views on climate
and biodiversity crises talks about eco-anxiety. Children she talked to acknowledge
their exposedness in the wake of climate change as they simultaneously worried about
the more-than-human world. According to UNICEF (2007, 2019), and different scholars
around the world (Wals, Brody, Dillon & Stevenson, 2014; Stengers, 2015; Head, 2016;
Wals, 2015, 2017; Körfgen et al., 2017) education at every stage should include environment-related topics in the curricula. Jickling et al., (2018), Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw
(2018) and Lindgren and Öhman (2018) request educational shifts regarding issues of
sustainability. UNICEF also suggests that children ought to be given a greater voice on
climate change issues. But who will listen? That is a question to be asked.
“We, the children of the world, are ready to work with you. Are you ready to work
with us?” These are the challenging and hortative words of child delegates to the 4th
World Water Forum in Mexico City (ISSUU, 2004). The response to this request must
be “a resounding ‘yes’ because what is good for children – reducing pollution, safe-
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guarding education and health, preserving environmental diversity, protecting water
supplies, increasing access to proper sanitation – is also good for the planet” (Veneman,
2007). Now, fifteen years later, this has become more critical than ever, something that
has been represented by the young Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg. She has
been recognised due to her weekly strikes outside the Swedish parliament in Stockholm. This strike has been a worldwide spread, known as Fridays For Future (www.
fridaysforfuture.org), and includes more than 130 countries. Time Magazine (2019) list
Thunberg as one of the 100 most influential people in the world and she is predicted
to be one of the next generation’s leaders. Climate anxiety has eventually been taken
seriously. In September, 2019, Thunberg spoke to New York climate strikers and said
“we don’t want adults to tell us that they really admire what we do, we are doing this to
wake the leaders up, we are doing this to get them to act (…) we will make them hear
us.” (Guardian News, 2019)
The human-induced changes in the processes of global eco-systems have pushed
our planet into a new geological epoch named the Anthropocene by Crutzen and
Stoermer (2000). The Anthropocene is, concisely, the “time intervals in which earth’s
bio-geo-chemical processes are substantially influenced by human activities such that
they leave a permanent record in the planet’s rock strata” (Olvitt, 2017, p. 396). Consequently, the balance that ecosystems sustain is jeopardised. In order to restore the balance and prevent more collapses, we need to conceive new paths of living and new versions of ourselves. This will be a serious and emotional challenge, Head (2016) stresses.
Furthermore, it will require significant attention in education, which is acknowledged
in the 17 Sustainable Development Goals from 2015 (UN, 2015) and in the increasing
numbers of academic articles based on educational research. However, as Wals (2015)
points out, the issue of environment and sustainability, generally, is given insufficient
attention in education. In line with Head (2016), Wals pays attention to the emancipatory perspective “where the nature of the sustainability crisis calls for a rethinking of values, reconnecting people with places and leading meaningful, ethically defensible and
globally responsible lives” (Wals, 2015, p. 7). However, education should not be viewed
as an authority that will prescribe and dictate how to behave and live our lives, or what
to value, or even how to teach about sustainability issues. The role of education is rather
to develop pupils’ understanding and to offer meaningful engagement and opportunities for connecting with humans as well as with the more-than-human world (ibid.).
There are various pedagogical approaches to tackling the topics of climate change,
environmental concerns and sustainability. Transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000;
Illeris, 2014), ecological aesthetic education (Wallen, 2012), art-based environmental
education (Mantere, 1992; van Boeckel, 2013), post-humanism (Malone, 2018) and critical realism (Olvitt, 2017) are examples of such approaches. Encouraged by these different though overlapping and partly related approaches and their cautiously optimistic
view on environmental education in the Anthropocene, we suggest that affective learning theory (Cobb, 1997; Gurewitz, 2000) could underpin this variety of pedagogies.
This chapter concerns a study conducted with 22 students in one elementary school
class, Grade 2 (8 years old), on the outskirts of Gothenburg in Sweden. In this text, the
pupils’ association with, commitment to and concerns about the more-than-human
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world, specifically the connection with trees in a nearby forest, are linked to the notion of Anthropocene. We will also discuss pupils’ actions when they encounter what
could be expressed as disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 2000) while being with the
more-than-human world, especially trees and other plants. The project was inspired by
transformative learning, and its emphasis on critical self-reflection (Mezirow, 2000);
ecological aesthetic education that stresses that aesthetics affect the practice of ecology through personal experiences (Kovacs et al., 2006); art-based environmental education and its call for sensory involvements and ethical concerns (Mantere, 1992); a
post-human approach that demands a critical rethinking of human relationships with
the more-than-human world and children’s need for a sense of belonging (Malone,
2018; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018); and a critical realist approach regarding ethical-moral challenges that will be faced in the age of the Anthropocene (Olvitt, 2017).
The interaction with trees and other plants was encouraged through a six-week-long
Storyline in one school class in a suburban elementary school.
The overall aim with this study is to shed light on pupils’ actions regarding the state
of the forest they encountered, including its trees, through autoethnographic vignettes.
Another aim is to study the role of the teacher, in this case a student teacher, and the
interaction between the teacher and the pupils. Research questions are:
•
•
•

How do the participating pupils act in the forest?
What do the pupils express with regard to their actions?
How does the student teacher respond to the pupils’ actions?

Chapter Structure
The chapter is structured in four parts. Firstly, the chapter starts with a short background to contextualise the study. Secondly, the methodology of action research and
autoethnography is presented, followed by the context of the study. Thirdly, we present the theoretical departure. Fourthly, the result of our experiences of being in the
classroom and in the forest together with one class during the Storyline is presented
as personal autoethnographic vignettes, arranged chronologically and commented
on theoretically. This means that the empirical data is intertwined with and reflected
through learning theories, throughout the result presentation. Finally, the content of
the vignettes is examined in a final general discussion, including ideas for future research and teacher education.

Background
The study as a whole is conducted in a compulsory school with ca. 270 students, in two
classes, in grade 2 (year 8–9), including 22 students, and grade 6 (year 12–13), including
29 students. The school is located in the outskirts of Gothenburg. Next to the school,
there are two forest areas. Lessons usually take place indoors and normally there is no
explicit outdoor pedagogical perspective integrated. This chapter is concentrated on the
second-grade class.
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In order to prevent plant blindness, i.e. the “inability to see and notice the plants
in one’s own environment – leading to: (a) the inability to recognise the importance of
plants in the biosphere, and in human affairs; (b) the inability to appreciate the aesthetic
and unique biological features of the life forms belonging to the Plant Kingdom; and
(c) the misguided, anthropocentric ranking of plants as inferior to animals, leading to
the erroneous conclusion that they are unworthy of human consideration” (Wandersee & Schussler, 1999) – two teachers together with one student teacher (Author Two)
decided to change and develop their teaching through an ecological literacy approach.
Ecological literacy was here based on the Four resources model by Freebody and Luke
(1990), which includes code-breaking, meaning-making, use and critical analysis. The
model focuses on language literacy, but in this educational setting, the concept of nature, or rather plants, was integrated. Four aspects of literacy developing were essential
to understand both how students could break the code, make meaning of their understandings, use their understanding and question human-nature relations, and to
analyse the outcome of the pedagogical design. These aspects were related to the model
in accordance with the following principles:
•
•
•
•

Code-breaking: Noticing and discovering the natural environment and its plants.
Meaning-making: Understanding what we have noticed and discovered in and
about the natural environment.
Use: Being able to use these new understandings.
Critical analysis: Building on these understandings, being able to question human—nature relationships.

The teachers designed a Storyline with the aim of enabling their pupils to discover
plants’ fundamental characteristics by meeting with trees in a nearby forest, reading
about trees in factual and fictional literature and looking at trees in films and artworks.
One major aim with the Storyline in this study was to create relationships with trees
through outdoor pedagogy in the forest, meeting with trees, creating imaginary characters for trees and designing a place for pupils’ drawings of trees, e.g. friezes depicting
forests. This was thought by the teachers to be a starting point for sustainable thinking
and acting in the long term. The Storyline included the three school subjects of visual
art, Swedish and biology. Dramatization, fantasising, and aesthetic learning processes
were intertwined with subject knowledge. Central to this approach is “an open-ended
journey of exploration, expression and experience” (Campbell, 2011, in Wilson, 2011).
The pupils also grew their own bean-plant in order to learn more about plants and their
needs.
Storylines usually include created characters and in this Storyline the characters
were not humans or animals: over the weeks, the pupils were slowly turning into trees.
Storyline characters are affected by everything that happens to their lives in the fictional
story. When pupils invest time and effort in creating their characters, they are also willing to participate and to find out more about the Storyline setting (McNaughton, 2007).
In this Storyline, this opens the way for and supports an affective learning which emphasises sensory experiences and emotional connection with nature (see e.g. Gurewitz,
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2000). In turn, such experiences are critical in order to engage pupils – and others – in
environmental concerns (Cobb, 1997; Mantere, 1992; van Boeckel, 2013). A brief outline
of the Storyline topic is presented in Appendix I.

An Action Research Methodology
As mentioned above, this study is conducted through participatory action research,
which is a community-based and co-operative research approach (Koshy, Koshy &
Waterman, 2011). The work is carried out in collaboration between the researcher and
the practitioners (Somekh, 2006) and is generally used for improving conditions and
practices. In this sense, the work has an emancipatory intent (Rönnerman, 2004). The
concept of action research was introduced by Lewin (1946). Three keystones were presented: participation and collaboration, democratic ideals, and a close link between
theory and practice. Lewin was influenced by pragmatism, mainly by Pierce and Dewey
(Westlander, 2006). Common to all of these approaches is the view that knowledge is
developed through action, which could be applied to school children and university
students, as well as to researchers.
In action research, the research process normally starts with problem identification
based on the question “What is it that needs to be developed or changed?” In this study,
the question was formulated as follows: How can we design a teaching and learning
situation and environment that will engage the pupils in the life of plants? Then, the
action is planned in response to this question. After this, the action starts: in this case,
the Storyline was implemented. The action was documented in different ways and the
action-research group (researcher/Author One, two teachers and one student teacher)
met and discussed the work and planned how to continue. The idea for action research
can emerge from both researchers and practitioners, and it can be based on an idea that
is being examined, as well as on a specific dilemma. The problem-solving approach is
highlighted in action research (Rönnerman, 2004). Action research is therefore prescriptive in nature, where the goal is to develop and improve a practice (Somekh, 2006).
Implementing Process
Together with the teacher team, Author One conducted an action-research project
which started one year before the Storyline was implemented. The researcher’s role
was to be a critical friend through the planning phase and to contribute a theoretical
point of view on The Storyline Approach, plant blindness and ecological literacy (see
e.g. Stone & Barlow, 2005; de Brito Miranda et al., 2017; Häggström, 2019), through
mini-lessons on five occasions. During these meetings we discussed research in the
field of ecological literacy, and developed teaching and learning ideas, as described
earlier. The teachers planned the pedagogical approach and Author One agreed to participate in planning and implementing the aesthetic parts in the Storyline. Before the
Storyline was implemented, a pilot study was conducted1 with the intention of trying
1

The pilot study is in press.
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out how to use key-questions, one of the essential features of a Storyline in the class
(Omand, 2017). In addition, the teachers wanted to try out the use of photo-elicitation
together with pupils. Photo-elicitation is a visual method that uses photos to elicit people’s thoughts, beliefs, opinions and more (Collier, 1987; Richard & Lahman, 2015). The
teachers considered photo-elicitation as a suitable method for the intended Storyline
since students are likely to be quite experienced in taking photographs, given our era of
camera-equipped smartphones, and be accustomed to taking selfies and to publishing
photos on social media (Couldry, 2012; Häggström, 2017). The pilot study went quite
well, and the teacher team decided to develop the concept in a full-length Storyline the
following year, with the intention of connecting art and environment. The assumption
was that art as a didactic tool has the power to evoke compassion toward the morethan-human world and to sustain embodied experiences (see e.g. Reiss, 2018; Jónsdóttir, 2017; Häggström, 2017; Curtis, Reid & Reeve, 2014). Through artwork, the teachers
aimed to facilitate discussions on environmental issues in various ways.
During the implementation of the Storyline, Author One continued to be a mentor
to the teacher team, as well as being a participating researcher. Author Two, the student teacher included in the teacher team, had taken part in a one-week-long Storyline
during a course on campus and was now given the opportunity to conduct a Storyline
himself at a school-based training course with students in Grade 2 (8-9 years) and simultaneously be a vital part of an action-research project.
The Storyline lasted for six weeks, 2–3 days a week and 1–3 lessons on each occasion.
During aesthetic work the class was divided into two groups. Both authors led these activities together. After the Storyline, 7 semi-structured interviews were conducted. The
interviews lasted from 8 to 24 minutes and were video-recorded and then transcribed
verbatim.
Analytic Autoethnography
This chapter is inspired by analytic autoethnography, which refers to “research in which
the researcher is (1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2) visible as such a
member in published texts, and (3) committed to developing theoretical understandings
of broader social phenomena (Anderson, 2006, p. 373). Autoethnography is an exceedingly reflexive method, allowing the researcher to utilise personal experiences with the
purpose of providing academic understanding of societal activities (Grant & Zeeman,
2012). This method was chosen since it allows us to use personal reflections from our
action-research project and to create vignettes that reveal us as researchers to be embodied, culturally engaged and vulnerable (Bochner, 2001; Ellis, Adams & Bochner, 2011;
Grant & Zeeman, 2012). Ellis et al. (2011) stress that autoethnographers are aware of the
uncountable ways that personal experience may influence the process of research, for
example just by making decisions on why, how, where and when to conduct a research
project and whom to include. Hence, autoethnography acknowledges subjectivity, sen-
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sitivity and the researchers’ influence (ibid.)2. As a method, autoethnography combines
characteristics of autobiography and ethnography, which implies that the researcher looks
back and selectively chooses episodes and experiences from being – as a researcher – part
of a culture. In addition, an autoethnographer has to analytically examine these experiences and to use a set of methodological and theoretical tools.
Empirical Data, Analysis and Ethical Concerns
This study is informed by three types of data: First, there are field-notes from classroom
observation and from forest-lessons. These field-notes provided an overview of the Storyline work and evoke our memories from the lessons. In addition, these data were
significant for facilitating the autoethnographic method and producing the vignettes,
as they reflect our own experiences as well as the practice. Second, we used notes from
the transcriptions from classroom video recordings, which have been translated from
Swedish. This data was crucial because of its authenticity and the opportunity to look
at the material from different perspectives. Thirdly, we have additional empirical materials such as photos, pupils’ texts and artwork, and interviews with pupils, which have
been essential for clarifying the pupils’ actions and underlying causes. The analysis was
guided by the overall aim to reveal the study’s participating pupils’ actions in relation to
the forest they encountered, thus the analysis’ first step was to observe what the pupils
were doing and what kind of actions they started and conducted. The second aim, to
study the teacher’s role and the teacher’s interaction with the pupils, led the second
step of the analysis. Subsequent, the analysis focused on the pupils’ expressions on the
Storyline and their own actions. After this process, each of us reflected on the material
in order to find the key actions. From these reflections we were able to recollect our
emotions and details of our experiences. The vignettes were rewritten and then chosen
due to their characteristics and significance, especially with regard to the students’ actions and voluntary commitment.
This study follows the core ethical principles described by the Ethical Research
Involving Children (ERIC) (2013), which includes respect, benefit and justice. ERIC
requires critical reflection, context-specific problem-solving and openness. The participating students and their parents have approved participation and confirmed their
consent in writing.
The credibility of an autoethnography refers to the narrators’ credibility (Ellis et
al., 2011). The most obvious aspect here is that the researcher is a full adequate member in the social context under study (Anderson, 2006). As we have been part of the
same practice and share experiences, we claim that the described experiences are given
“available ‘factual evidence’”. In addition, the data sources provide evidence that can
verify our vignettes. For autoethnographers, validity implies that the study seeks verisimilitude (Ellis et al., 2011). That is to evoke in readers a sense of lifelike experiences that
are conceivable, realistic and convincing. Specifically, we try to answer to the question:
2

Autoethnography has, however, been criticised for its refusal of traditional analytic aims,
e.g. generalisation and abstraction (Atkinson, 2006).
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How useful are our vignettes to the Storyline community and teacher education that
involves Storyline?

Theoretical Point of Departure
In this chapter, we explore pupils’ actions when encountering disorienting dilemmas,
i.e. experiences that force an individual to change their view of the world in one way or
another when the current understanding does not fit or make sense (Mezirow, 2000).
Here, we briefly outline the combination of theoretical approaches, starting with affective
learning theory as a foundation. Through the lens of affective learning theories, drawing
on the work of Gurewitz (2000), which is influenced by the work of Cobb (1977), we focus on pupils’ reactions and actions concerning the natural environment of a forest close
to their school. Affective learning theories stress that sensory experience and emotional
connection with nature are crucial, and one hypothesis is that emotional values drive our
actions in relation to environmental issues. The significance of the aesthetic qualities of
nature is emphasised in both Cobb’s and Gurewitz’s texts. Gurewitz argues that pupils
need to develop an emotional connection with nature before enhancing awareness of
environmental issues. The relationship with nature may involve both reason and feelings. Artistic approaches are often described as ways to facilitate affective learning (ibid.).
The emphasis in ecological aesthetic education is twofold: first on the communicative
aspects of art such as, for example, expressing distress about social inequity, or provoking
and generating debate through artwork (Curtis, Reid & Ballard, 2012), and secondly, on
the importance of contributing vital insight into the human–nature relationship (Curtis,
2009). Together these aspects may play a crucial role in enabling collective change regarding environmental sustainability. Art-based environmental education too has similar
aims (Mantere, 1992; van Boeckel, 2013). Place-based interactive and collaborative experiences are essential in this pedagogical approach. Critical thinking and reflection is also
encouraged, as it also is in the theories of critical realism (Olvitt, 2017) and post-human
perspectives (Malone, 2018; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018). Olvitt argues that there is
a close link between the individual moral impulse and the wider ethical aims in society
which foster normative attitudes. Thus, what pupils do and learn at school may have an
impact on tomorrow’s political decisions. Representatives of a post-human perspective
call for a fundamental shift in the understanding of the more-than-human world and our
relationships with animals and plants, in particular the human’s place in the world (Taylor
& Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018). Such a shift will most likely be a radical shift, which requires
transformative learning, which in short means learning after experiencing disorienting
dilemmas, self-examination, critical assessment of internalised assumptions and exploring new ways of acting (Cranton, 2016).
Together these approaches call for 1) authentic, personal and sensitive experiences,
2) a sense of belonging, 3) critical self-reflection including problem-solving and finding
new ways to act, and 4) re-thinking ethical-moral concerns and humans’ impact on and
relationships with the more-than-human world.
To interweave the empirical data and the theoretical framework, we draw on these
theories and approaches further in the reflections on the vignettes below.
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Vignettes
This section includes five personal autoethnographic vignettes in which the authors
explore the experiences of being with the pupils in the forest and in the classroom when
working with the Storyline. Each vignette is followed by a critical reflection, drawing
on the theories outlined earlier. This way of presenting is inspired by Gallé and Lingard
(2010) and Rådesjö (2017). The critical reflections allow for interpreting each vignette
before proceeding to the following vignette. It gives time and opportunities to consider
the meanings of the actions described. The vignettes are a process themselves that “portray an event as if it was presently unraveling in front of the reader” (Rådesjö, 2017).
Vignette One, Author Two: Evolving Reactions
During my internship, I got the opportunity to plan and execute a Storyline together
with a teacher at the school. Our project also included working with Margaretha; she
participated in planning the project and she also observed and interviewed us during
the Storyline. It was an exciting time and a good learning opportunity for me as a student teacher to get practical experience in this area of teaching and in particular to
learn about the teaching approach of Storyline.
As noted above, this Storyline focused on plant blindness and giving the pupils
more experience and knowledge of the forest. This naturally included several visits to
the forest. The following section will be about a visit that more or less changed the
whole course of the Storyline. On this particular day, I had planned for us to go the
forest as I wanted the pupils to have the opportunity to experience the joy of being
in the forest milieu. The children played and had a lot of fun together. One group of
children found rubbish lying around. They started digging and got really upset about it.
“Why did people put this here?” someone asked. Another one responded: “Yeah, that’s
totally not okay. What about the forest and what about the animals?” The pupils’ upset
voices and protests about the rubbish drew other pupils’ attention. I could tell that this
meant a great deal to them and therefore I asked, “Why do you think that people left the
rubbish here?”. One of them stopped trying to get the rubbish out of the mud, looked
me straight in the eyes and said: “Well, it’s clear that grown-ups just don’t care. End of
story”. That statement stuck with me and it was one of those moments where, as a teacher, you just take the passenger seat and let the children do what children do best – see
things for what they are. I watched them digging up all of this rubbish that others had
just thrown away. After some time of this, I heard one of them coming up with slogans,
which not so long afterwards turned into collective chants amongst the pupils. With
one voice they chanted “Protect the animals, protect the forest, protect Kvarnkullen”. It
was truly amazing to experience this raw and honest commitment.
Critical Reflection: Encountering Disorienting Dilemmas
This vignette illustrates how the pupils encounter a disorienting dilemma: human’s destructive interactions with the natural environment of the forest and its impact on the
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Img. 1:

Garbage in the forest. Photo: Margaretha Häggström.

more-than-human world. It also emphasises not only that children react and have an
inherent strength to act, but also the importance of an emphatic and responsive teacher
who listens to the pupils and takes them seriously. What is seen here, and as Wals (2015)
argues, is that through this Storyline, the pupils were offered meaningful involvement
with a natural milieu which in turn elicited their ability to respond to the challenges of
a changing environment. The pupils’ relationships with nature include both perceptive
and emotive aspects of being in the forest and meeting with trees. In addition to the pupils’ reactions, this vignette elucidates a (student) teacher’s meeting with pupils’ authentic reactions while encountering a disorienting dilemma and how he responds to that.
Here, he is indeed witnessing his pupils’ authentic, personal and sensitive experiences
and the starting point of a series of actions driven by emotional values, which Gurewitz
(2000) puts forward as one of affective learning’s aims. This might also be a beginning
of transformative learning – perhaps for both the pupils and the teacher.
Vignette Two, Author One: Emerging Ideas
It is day three and the class is divided into two groups: one group is in the forest with
their teacher and one group is in the classroom with Linus. The pupils in the classroom are sitting on the floor, working together on a large painting of the forest. Three
boys are painting the path that leads to Kvarnkullen. “Look!” one of the boys exclaims,
“red, green and black!” A group of four girls are helping each other to create different
trees and bushes. The pupils are concentrating on the task. As the picture emerges, they
converse with each other about its components and their previous experiences from
the forest visit: “Here was where we built a little shelter for small animals”, one pupil
points to the painting. “Yes, it was a protection against dangerous animals and forest
machines”, a pupil recalls. “And I found glass and metal”. They all start to talk about the
rubbish they found the other day. “Now, I want to say the slogan we came up with”, a
boy states. “Yes”, Linus nods, “do that, they were really good – do you remember them?”
Linus asks the group. “Save the animals, save nature, save the pla-a-a-net”, one girl exclaims. “We should talk to the authorities”, one boy says solemnly. “Yes, we should save
the animals, give them a better home, and not cut down all the trees, because that is
bad”. I was quite moved by the seriousness of the situation and the atmosphere amongst
the eight-year-old pupils.

© Waxmann Verlag GmbH | nur für den privaten Gebrauch

Take Action!

Img. 2:

Creating a frieze. Photo: Margaretha Häggström.

Critical Reflection: An Art-Based Approach and Affective Learning
In this vignette, the artwork of the frieze is central and the co-operation between pupils
is striking. One thing leads to another, both in the activity and in the conversations. As
mentioned, artistic pedagogical approaches may facilitate affective learning. The collective work here seems to strengthen a sense of belonging which influences the individual
attitude. While actually uttering the slogans, the pupils seem to be struck by the words,
which thus become more meaningful to the pupils each time they say and hear the
words. Accordingly, this work deepens the pupils’ insight into the human–nature relationship, as Curtis et al. (2012) suggest. What we see as evident in this vignette is that
the combination of meeting with the forest, processing the experiences of these forest
meetings through artistic work and the possibility of talking about these experiences
both help the student to develop emotional connections with nature and encourage
sensibility towards environmental issues, as Gurewitz stresses (2000). Such an effect is
also the aim of art-based environmental education (Mantere, 1992; van Boeckel, 2013).
Vignette Three, Author Two: Preparing for a Demonstration
The experience of watching the pupils becoming aware of how some people treat the
forest as a dump was interesting as it was an unplanned event. Several times after that
forest visit, I could hear them spontaneously talking about their experience. One day I
asked them about it and if anyone wanted to share their thoughts with the whole group.
Many of them wanted to share their experiences. They were upset and wanted to make
other people, mainly grown-ups, understand that it is not okay to treat nature like that.
I asked about their options regarding how they could make their voices and opinions
heard to the outside world. I got numerous suggestions: call the media, send videos or
demonstrate. After some discussion, they decided on having a demonstration. Their
goal was to make grown-ups understand that we have to care for nature and in particular protect their forest, Kvarnkullen. They started to prepare placards. They drew
pictures and wrote slogans like: “Protect the animals, protect the forest, protect Kvarnkullen” and “We want oxygen now, or else we will protest”. They attached their placards
to branches they had found in the woods and started marching around the classroom
chanting and protesting. During my observation of this, it became clear to me that our
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Img. 3:

Preparing for demonstration. Photo: Linus Djurstedt and Margaretha Häggström.

next activity had to be demonstrating in the real world: this was far too genuine not to
bring out into the world outside of school.
Critical Reflection: The Teacher’s Role in Transformative Learning
In this vignette, the importance of the conscious and empathic pedagogical approach
is elucidated. Moreover, the process of the learning object is apparent here: pupils are
continuously talking about their experiences; they seem to have a need to share the experiences and to take some action. Once again, the (student) teacher is perceptive and
accommodating, which might be the reason why the pupils turn to him repeatedly. This
process can be burdensome and worrying, and the teacher’s support is crucial in order
to encourage the pupils to reflect critically, which probably includes introspection as
well, a fruitful part of resolving the worries and maybe finding new ways to act. This is
a significant aspect of affective and transformative learning. Although critical thinking
is encouraged in The Storyline Approach (Harkness, 2007), it is always the teacher’s
responsibility to balance the challenges we face in the time of the Anthropocene (Head,
2016; Wals, 2015) with an optimistic view on the future. The pupils can then take part in
tomorrow’s political resolutions.
Vignette Four, Author Two: Carrying out a Demonstration
It is a windy and rainy day but the pupils are determined to go through with their
demonstration. They have put on the masks that they have prepared using materials
from the woods and are now standing in a line with the placards in their hands, ready
to chant their slogans. And off they go: out through the school gate, past the terraced
houses along the road, taking the path to the woods and Kvarnkullen, exclaiming their
slogans together. They are very energetic and enthusiastic. And this experience is very
powerful; empowered young pupils following their goals with determination is not an
ordinary event these days. They have shown that they are ready to take action.
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Img. 4:

Demonstration. Photo: Margaretha Häggström.

Critical Reflection: Critical Reflections
This vignette shows the pupils’ eagerness to follow through with their demonstrations.
Maybe this action is an example of what Olvitt (2017) claims to be a strong link between
one’s individual moral impulse and society’s extensive ethical aims, shaped by critical
reflections. Following Olvitt, this demonstration could be a foundation for creating future politicians or dedicated citizens. How can we understand this action by a group
of young pupils? Encountering disorienting dilemmas may be one answer to this question. The incentive of such experiences may be more powerful than those we usually
come across – or dare to orchestrate – at school. In this case, we would like to stress
the importance of empowerment and this action being pupil-centred. The pupils most
likely felt that they were in charge of this action, which led to a feeling of emancipation.
Their critical assessment of the forest’s state of mind due to people’s behaviour forced
them to explore other ways of acting. For these children, the demonstration may have
been the radical shift Cranton (2016) urges, which is based on transformative learning
and is opposed to their usual way of acting. Perhaps they also felt relieved afterwards.
Vignette Five, Author Two: A Grand Finale
At the end of the Storyline, we had planned for us to go to the local library to create an
exhibition. When that day came, we gathered outside the school. To get to the library,
the pupils had to cross through the central parts of the city where the school and library
are located. This felt like a golden opportunity for them to demonstrate. For the demonstration, the pupils had put on the masks that they had created. In their hands, they
carried their placards. They stood outside their school and it was wonderful watching
them getting prepared and being excited. Their feeling of doing something impor
tant probably deepened due to the local newspaper being on the spot, taking pictures
and interviewing. It added a positive feeling to the cause, and probably the pupils felt
as though their words meant something. It brought authenticity to the Storyline. We
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marched to the library and the pupils chanted their slogan: “Protect the animals, protect the forest, protect Kvarnkullen”. It was a perfect ending for a Storyline that moved
me as well as the pupils.
Critical Reflection: Empowering Pupils
This vignette shed light on the power of acting, being listened to and making a difference. The pupils had created a sense of belonging with each other as well as with the
trees in the forest and the rest of the more-than-humans there. They would probably
not have reached this state of mind if it had not been for their authentic and sensitive
experiences of the forest milieu, the critical reflection and the opportunity to discuss
the disorienting dilemma. In turn, all of this is dependent on the pedagogical approach
and a sensitive and compassionate teacher. The pupils have shown that education has
to be pupil-centred if we want to empower the pupils.
Reflections in Relation to Plant Blindness and Ecological Literacy
As the aim of the Storyline was to prevent plant blindness and to promote ecological literacy, we would just briefly address a few comments on these concepts in relation to the
study’s result. The design of this Storyline gave the students an opportunity to discover
the intrinsic values of plants, and to familiarise themselves with trees. This implied that
the students learnt to notice and observe plants’ in their authentic environment. The
classroom-based education offered in-depth studies on biological facts, which aimed at
letting the students learn about plants functions in ecosystems. By letting the students
make different artworks in the forest, about the forest and trees, and to use natural
material such as leaves, moss, bark and branches, the students were also given opportunities to appreciate the aesthetic values of plants and their natural environment. Hence,
this was a way of preventing plan blindness and promoting ecological literacy. Following the model by Freebody and Luke (1990), we consider the Storyline work as an
appropriate way to enhance students’ ecological literacy; the students were given the
prospect of 1) noticing and discovering the natural environment, 2) understanding the
natural environment and its plants, 3) being able to use their new understanding, and
4) being able to critically analyse the human–nature relationship. However, this last
step was not planned in advanced, but initiated by the students. If the student teacher
had not let the students take the lead here, this fourth step might not have happened.

Discussion: Storyline as Engaging and Stimulating Action
This study reveals that the participating pupils only had to visit the forest a couple
of times in order to re-think humans’ impact on the more-than-human world. Direct
experiences, collective interaction, engaging all the senses, together with reflection and
critical thinking, are all encouraged by the National Agency for Education (2011). However, it appears to us that these practices usually only take place occasionally and one at
a time. Drawing on the theoretical point of departure of this chapter, this study reveals
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the importance of combining these practices. By doing this, pupils are allowed to take
ownership of the issue. At first, we did not realise the depth of the pupils’ engagement,
since we did not expect such earnest emotions to be awakened. We anticipated joy and
a sense of freedom, but this responsibility and willingness to act we could not have
imagined. Afterwards, when discussing the Storyline work, they were very proud of
their own actions.
An ethical dilemma when we teach about sustainability issues is that we on the one
hand teach about the critical state we have put the planet in which requires action now.
On the other hand, there have been criticisms of the use of school education for giving
directives on how to live one’s life, which per se restrict the democratic intention of
education (Wals, 2010). The question is what role education in school may play regarding sustainability in the Anthropocene? Should education not engage students in such
a way that they develop awareness and potential to create their own solutions? In the
following short discussion, some of our thoughts on the results are highlighted in an
autoethnographic manner.
This Storyline was planned with the overarching aim of preventing plant blindness
and promoting ecological literacy. But surprisingly to Linus, the method itself would be
the core of his deepest reflections: “Looking back on the Storyline, one thing repeatedly
comes to my mind: Storyline should be applied more often in school”. Margaretha:
“Can you explain why that is?” Linus: “In the light of transformative learning, I can see
a variety of prospects arise. Firstly, it gives the pupils genuine opportunities to deepen
their knowledge, based on their commitment. Secondly, their interest is fuelled by their
feelings, which allows for developing a deeper learning situation”. As we have observed,
Storyline allows students to learn through nature and environment instead of learning
about. “In order for that kind of learning to arise, I find one aspect to be crucial: time”,
Linus states. A standard lesson of 40–60 minutes is not enough time for the students
to both encounter disorienting dilemmas and get the opportunity to figure out how
to respond to them. Here, we discover a shift from traditional teaching methods into
transformative learning, in this case through a Storyline, which includes things other
than subject content, such as critical thinking, commitment and even identity formation. This conclusion is acknowledged by Mezirow (2000) and Illeris (2014), who state
that transformative learning should be viewed as an approach that is suitable for education regarding topics such as climate change. A transformative learning method
like Storyline provides what we consider to be a key factor when tackling these kinds
of topics – time: time to get engaged and time to do something with that engagement.
This takes us to a second reflection. We live in a time when we repeatedly hear that
the children of this world feel frightened when thinking about the future and climate
change. They receive the information, but do we provide them with sufficient tools to
tackle their fear and to get them motivated to make changes for the future? Do our
school activities give them enough time to become engaged and reflect upon their options? As stated by UNICEF (2007), teachers must include environmental topics in education as well as giving the children a greater voice on climate-change issues. We need
to have the courage to acknowledge our pupils’ fears, but also to trust our pupils’ ability
to come up with solutions. However, as pointed out above, the time aspect should be
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taken into account. Without sufficient time, it seems reasonable to expect that some of
the pupils would become quite afraid. It has been said that fear needs to be met with
knowledge, and in order to develop and nurture knowledge, time will be needed. As the
UN (2015) states, our education needs to be adjusted to the problems we are facing in
our society, which Head (2016) explains will be a serious and emotional challenge. As
we have seen during this study, the Storyline work has been a possible and positive approach to learning about the more-than-human world and when being confronted with
disorienting dilemmas. When experiencing disoriented dilemmas, it is our firm belief
that it is crucial not to ignore the pupils’ feelings. Instead, their feelings and thoughts
need to be heard and met with an educational method that provides pupils with enough
time to consider and reflect. In other words: time for knowledge to grow deeper, just
like the roots of the trees that the children in this study were so eager to protect.
Implications for Education and Pedagogical Approaches and Suggestions for
Research
While working with this chapter we became aware of several implications for education. As educators, we need to put more emphasis on the methods we choose and link
them (cautiously) to learning goals. Different methods provide different opportunities
and disadvantages. This is not a ground-breaking conclusion, but it is important to
shed light on the potency of certain methods. We should ask ourselves what kind of
learning we aim to orchestrate, and also consider what kind of learning a method does
not provide. A thorough assessment should therefore be carried out before implementing our educational plans. This study reveals how Storyline gave the pupils a chance
to react and act according to the environmental issues. Maybe this could be applied to
education regarding society in general?
We suggest that further research should focus on teaching methods and what kind
of learning possibilities different methods provides. This derives from the fact that Storyline proved to be a suitable method for engaging and motivating the pupils and helping them to feel confident in their abilities to make a change. Accordingly, we would
like to propose further research on Storyline when teaching about other content, for
example social injustices like racism and gender inequality.

Conclusion
Following the call for an educational shift, regarding issues of sustainability (Jickling
et al., 2018; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018; Lindgren & Öhman, 2018), this chapter
has elucidated a Storyline that developed in such a direction. This specific Storyline’s
progress was enabled because of the teacher’s willingness to leave to his pupils to take
the lead, and to allow unplanned events. Through this study we have learnt that teachers’ flexibility and open-mindedness are two of Storyline’s greatest advantages and
strengths, not the least with regard to pupils’ agency and empowerment. By permitting
pupils taking the lead, we were able to understand what they think about what is hap-
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pening to the natural environment, their future, and what actions they were able to
enforce and bring about. Letting the pupils encountering disorienting dilemmas was
one way of starting a process, which led to action.
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Review

Special
event

Incidents

The needs
of a tree

The ‘home’
of the trees

Storyline
Feature
Trees

What can we do
about littering in the
forest?
What special event
would bring our
Storyline to a
satisfying
conclusion?
What did we learn?

Where do plants
come from?
What might happen
with us now, having
been exposed to a
magic powder?

What do trees and
other plants need?

What might happen
to trees?

What kind of tree
did you pick?
What does a forest
look like?

Conducting the evaluation exercise with
follow-up questions.

Class discusses possible happenings.
Each pupil creates a mask with natural
materials from the forest to decorate it
with.
Group discuss what they want to do after
finding glass, litter and metal in the
forest. Creating slogans and placards.
Agreement on having an exhibition at the
local library and marching together,
chanting slogans.

Pupils listening to a story from Norse
mythology without an ending. Each pupil
creates an ending to the story.
Class discusses plants’ needs together.
Class looks at an information movie and
creates individual image-texts about a
plant’s life cycle.
Each pupil is given a bean to plant.

Half the class creates a 2D class frieze.

Each pupil draws and colours in a picture
of their tree and writes a short
presentation.

Evaluation exercise with follow-up
questions.
Pupils walk to the forest to pick a
favourite tree, take a selfie together with
the tree, and video record a short
presentation about the tree.

What is a tree?

Which is your
favourite tree?

Pupil Activity

Key Questions

Whole class.

Whole class.

Groupwork in
half class.

Hand out paper, pencils.

Individual work
in whole class
Individual work
in whole class.
Whole class.
Individual work
in groups.

Paper and pens.

Nail and hammer, tape, signs.

Beans, planting soil, cups, water,
scaffolding stick.
Flip chart.
Casting tape, wallpaper paste,
material from the forest e.g.
leaves, moss, cones, bark etc.

White-board.

Drawing paper, pencils and
crayons.
Crayons and watercolours,
paintbrushes, sponges, frieze
paper.
Paper and pencils.

Tablet

Video camera.

Materials

Whole class.

Whole class,
individual work.

Half class,
individual work.
Half class.

Half class,
individual work.

Class
Organisation
Whole class.

Functional writing, reflective evaluation.

Discussion and designing placards for
demonstrating.
Protest march and oral expressions.
Presenting all the work created through the
Storyline weeks.

Discussions.
Masks for transforming (into trees).

Plants

Reflections, discussions.
Informative functional image-text.

Imaginative writing.

Picture representing the tree, functional writing:
giving information about an individual tree.
Frieze, representing a forest where the trees live.

Photograph and video film.

Reflections and discussions.

Outcome

Take Action!

Appendix I: The Storyline Topic Outline (brief version)
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