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Introduction: Environmental education is conceived as a critical social practice 
aiming to foster an knowledgeable, participatory citizenship capable of taking 
on contemporary ecological and social challenges. However, although different 
international frameworks define it as a lifelong process of education for 
participation and action, the participation of children and adolescents and the 
accompaniment we provide as educators continue to present challenges. This 
study investigates the barriers and training needs encountered by environmental 
educators in Catalonia in boosting child and youth participation in their 
professional practice, in the light of the diversity of educational settings and 
situations in the field.
Methods: A pragmatic participatory approach was adopted in which a group 
of 10 participants took part in four participatory workshop sessions to inquire, 
from the standpoint of their concrete situations, into the challenges they faced 
as educators and in environmental education as a subject, in addition to their 
training needs for embracing child and youth participation in their practice.
Results: Results revealed multiple challenges: reconnecting children with the 
urban natural environment; developing the critical and political capacity to 
address eco-social conflicts; lack of training for encouraging transformative 
action; and structural issues such as the absence of an established competency 
framework, professional instability, job insecurity, and bureaucratic rigidity. 
Also, a number of training needs were identified, including: systematically 
conceptualizing and recognizing the value of child participation; mastering 
methodologies to facilitate participatory, empowering support; networking 
and knowledge of community resources offering tools for the inclusion of all 
students. Lastly, the results showed that participatory workshops are a useful 
tool not only for data-gathering, but also for the professional education and 
development of their participants.
Discussion: Our findings reveal a gap between the founding principles of 
environmental education and actual professional practice, stressing the urgent 
need for situated, reflexive, dialogic educator training that will strengthen critical 
competencies, foster children’s agency, and legitimize the environmental 
educator as a specialized professional capable of combining theoretical 
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knowledge, participatory methodologies, and critical reflection, thereby 
contributing to an inclusive, transformative eco-social citizenship in which 
children are included.
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1 Introduction

From its initial definitions (Stapp, 1969; United Nations 
Environment Programme, 1975), environmental education has 
focused on building citizenship, aiming to educate people who are 
knowledgeable about their biophysical environment and its problems 
and have the skills and motivation necessary to work toward solving 
them (Stapp, 1969). Looking back to the United Nations Environment 
Programme (1975), we find that, apart from constructing citizenship, 
participation appears as a key orientation and objective in the field. 
From the outset, then, participation has been directed toward 
identifying and solving environmental problems (United Nations 
Environment Programme, 1975). Understanding the field as a form of 
education both for and throughout life, here we advocate participation 
beginning well before the age of majority and building citizenship 
through plurality, recognizing the role and participation of children 
in this endeavor and in solving current complex socio-environmental 
problems, as called for in the UNESCO document “Reimagining our 
future together” (International Commission on the Futures of 
Education, 2021):

The new social contract for education must unite us around 
collective endeavors and provide the knowledge and innovation 
needed to shape sustainable and peaceful futures for all anchored 
in social, economic and environmental justice, p. 11.

The manner in which these issues are confronted in the search for 
solutions not only challenges us from scientific or ecological 
perspectives, but also demands profound transformations in what it 
means to be a citizen today. “Objective” knowledge about ecological 
issues is insufficient to promote a genuine paradigm shift (Tapia 
González, 2023). Environmental education faces various 
contemporary challenges in the construction of citizenship, and from 
our field, several possible responses have emerged (Nieto-Ramos et al., 
2025). According to Nieto-Ramos et al. (2025), on the one hand, there 
are responses that maintain the current socioeconomic system within 
a weak sustainability paradigm (García Díaz et al., 2019), such as 
Education for Sustainable Development or Education for 
Sustainability. On the other hand, there are proposals that operate 
within strong sustainability frameworks, wherein Ecosocial Education 
or Environmental Education for Degrowth explicitly acknowledge the 
inevitable need to address degrowth in an orderly and socio-
environmentally just manner.

Currently, despite the conceptual and methodological diversity 
characterizing environmental education  – defined by Gutiérrez-
Bastida (2019) as a polymorphic process  – some of its essential 
features remain constant: the formation of a critical citizenship, with 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills for the analysis of socio-environmental 
issues, active participation, and commitment to eco-social 

transformation. Here we understand environmental education as a 
critical social practice (Caride and Meira, 2001) that is 
multidimensional and committed to developing citizens’ critical 
awareness and their participation in collective transformation in an 
inclusive and intergenerational manner. Therefore, we would define it 
in the following terms:

We see environmental education […] as an education that is: 
political and positioned; for scientific literacy; problematizing, 
dialectical and interdisciplinary; social and lifelong; humanistic 
and community-based, focused on interculturality; for 
transformation; for an ethics and culture of sustainability; and for 
citizen participation and practice (Crespo i Torres, 2024, p. 58).

Consequently, our understanding of Environmental Education is 
that which, in accordance with Tapia González (2023), goes beyond 
purely scientific or conservationist approaches to incorporate social, 
ethical, and political dimensions, including gender perspectives and 
social justice. It is, therefore, inseparable from the critical, ethical, and 
political dimension of citizenship formation (Sauvé, 2013, 2014). 
Limón-Domínguez and Alcántara-Rubio (2019) propose a civic ethics 
articulated through the intersection between environmental ethics 
and the ethics of care, in which care, community, autonomy, and, once 
again, participation, are placed at the center of the proposal. Thus, it 
is the task of Environmental Education to confront the current 
economic paradigm through the recognition of eco-dependence and 
interdependence (Herrero, 2022). And it is a challenge, given that “the 
predominant environmental education still fails to foster a critical 
awareness of gender roles and to make women visible both as victims 
of the ecological crisis and as protagonists of a shift toward a culture 
of sustainability” (Puleo, 2019, p. 55).

Taking all this into account, we share the view that environmental 
education is concerned with the politics and should go beyound 
political parties it is concerned with the political, and continues to 
search critically for foundations and goals enabling educational action 
to become a path for action in the community (Sauvé, 2006). This 
dialog is especially necessary in a global context in which discourses 
of denial and regressive policies on environmental issues are emerging, 
as Hultman (2020) warns, referring to the ecocide promoted by ultra-
right nationalist sectors, who find in climate denial a means of 
perpetuating ruling-class hegemony. If, as Sauvé (1999) states, 
environmental education has been redefined on the basis of responses 
to controversial situations in a context of critical coexistence where 
crises in society and the environmental, knowledge, and values 
combine (Bonil et al., 2010), it should come as no surprise that today 
we are engaged in intense debate on what kind of citizenship we want 
and who should lead the way in building it. This debate should be a 
great opportunity to assert both cultural and ecological diversity, 
challenging the monocultures of the mind (Shiva, 2008) that 
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particularly affect Indigenous peoples, peasant communities, and 
non-institutionalized forms of knowledge.

Furthermore, in our view, children should be included as active 
citizens. As recognized in General Comment No. 26 of the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child (2023), the eagerness of children 
to draw attention to environmental crises is a highly valuable and 
influential factor in bringing about legislative and legal change.

In their own way, children and adolescents have long claimed 
to be active agents in this civic debate. Increasingly, children are not 
only demanding to be heard but also creating spaces for meetings, 
making demands, and proposing solutions to socio-environmental 
conflicts. This, in our view, directly involves environmental 
education in opportunities and responsibilities to learn through 
coexistence, reciprocity, and care (Muradian and Pascual, 2018). In 
this process of learning with others, we have grown used to hearing 
children’s voices in climate dissidence and activism, but apart from 
this, their values and opinions should also be articulated and taken 
into account in decision-making (O’Brien et  al., 2018), as a 
fundamental step toward strengthening an environmental 
democracy (Manzini and Bigues, 2000) that will allow new forms of 
citizenship to emerge. In other words, a citizenship focused on 
engaging in action for the care and improvement of the 
environment; on the exercise of responsibilities toward its natural 
and social surroundings; and on the commitment to collective 
rights in real processes of transformation (Limón-Domínguez 
et al., 2019).

Until recently, the concept of environmental citizenship had not 
been explored in depth, much less in the Latin-American context 
(González-Gaudiano, 2003). However, the European Network for 
Global Citizenship proposes a definition with which we  align 
ourselves, stressing problem-solving and the development of a healthy, 
sustainable relationship with nature:

Environmental citizenship is defined as the pro-environmental 
responsible behavior of citizens acting and participating in society 
as agents of change in the private and public sphere and at local, 
national and global scales through individual and collective 
actions in the direction of solving contemporary socio-
environmental problems, preventing the creation of new socio-
environmental problems, pursuing sustainability and developing 
healthy relationships with nature (Hadjichambis and Reis, 
2020, p. 8).

This definition enables us to include children and adolescents in 
these new forms of citizenship, recognizing their specificity. Despite 
experiencing citizenship through different frameworks than adults 
(Grindheim, 2017), children actively contribute to eco-social 
transformation. Children’s actions in the area of eco-citizenship 
generally tend to occur on a local scale, although through them, 
children help address global issues (Heggen et  al., 2019), thus 
highlighting that there are many global experiences in which, through 
their climate activism, children have been seen as political agents. As 
an example of this capacity for global eco-citizen impact, Sageidet and 
Heggen (2021) cite the climate strikes of Greta Thunberg’s Fridays for 
the Future movement, arguing that this movement is not only a sign 
that children and youth are already part of this new citizenship, but 
that, at the same time, they have been able to alert society as a whole 
to one of the most important issues facing us. Childhood 

eco-citizenship, therefore, is a reality experienced by those children 
and youth who are able to direct the attention of adult citizens toward 
major eco-social issues, thus contributing to education in and practice 
of eco-citizenship on the scale of the entire society (Heggen 
et al., 2019).

In the light of the above, we  as educators and environmental 
educators should ask ourselves how we can position ourselves in the 
practice of environmental education to encourage this type of 
participation on the basis of empowering paradigms. This is a 
complex, unavoidable challenge, since, as Amat (2021) points out, 
environmental education initially sought to enable people to act 
individually in order to transform the society in which we live and, in 
so doing, to change social structures. As stated in the Tbilisi 
Declaration in 1977, we need environmental education to be oriented 
toward action (Amat, 2021), and to this end this we see it as necessary 
to give children real participatory experiences in which they may 
experiment with and, as Hodson (2010) writes, go beyond critical 
knowledge to attain participation and encourage this among others.

With this aim in mind, it is interesting to highlight the study of 
children’s agency in environmental engagement in Blanchet-Cohen 
(2008), who concludes that “children’s ability to influence change 
comes from a combination of optimism about the future of the planet 
with their own confidence and awareness of their limitations” (p. 270). 
Optimism, self-confidence, and self-awareness are, therefore, three 
factors to cultivate in the development of their agency. Thus it is 
essential to recognize the meaning of children’s active role in 
eco-citizenship. To promote this recognition and, at the same time, the 
transition toward more respectful ways of living with the environment, 
it is necessary to encourage and support children’s curiosity as another 
highly important factor. “Recognizing, supporting and assisting the 
curiosity of children and youth is all about the child’s right to 
participate as such, being eco-citizens and developing as eco-citizens” 
(Heggen et al., 2019, p. 392).

Activism constitutes an important aspect of eco-citizenship, as it 
enables citizens to actively participate in problem-solving rather than 
limiting them to dependence on expert opinion (Reis, 2021). 
Genuinely participatory settings in which children and young people 
engage in initiatives to develop individual and collective well-being 
are, according to Reis (2021), those where inclusion is manifested in 
structural change. The system changes to embrace children’s values 
and ways of participating, rather than coopting them into predefined 
adult structures and modes of being. Spaces and initiatives with these 
characteristics enable children to develop their feeling of agency in 
eco-citizenship.

It is worth noting that such settings already exist; therefore, now 
it is time to defend and expand them. Also, it is in these contexts that 
children participate actively. Child and youth participation should 
be  understood as encompassing multiple dimensions: not only 
democratic values, formative content, methodology, educational 
experience, principles driving development, and the exercise of 
politics, but also emotion and passion (Novella Cámara, 2008). 
Participation is thus conceived as both doing and being, whether 
individually or collectively, thereby encouraging tolerance, socio-
political development, the building of citizenship, and the active 
exercise of the latter through deliberation and committed action on 
issues that children and youth experience as their own.

In learning and developing forms of participation with these 
characteristics, environmental education has much to offer. However, 
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we agree that there is a need for trained professionals to support and 
guide children and adolescents and to act as facilitators of their 
participation. Although we do not go into detail here on the main 
principles encouraging child participation (Novella Cámara et al., 
2022), we  argue that the educational settings of environmental 
education represent particularly advantageous opportunities in which 
children’s participation has already advanced considerably compared 
to other educational areas.

Environmental education, in the context of this study (i.e., 
Catalonia), is carried out in formal, informal, and non-formal settings. 
Although in Spain it first appeared in the educational sphere, mainly 
through teachers (Novo Villaverde, 1996), in Catalonia its initial 
impulse came from the social movements and agents not linked to 
formal education (SCEA, 2014), further emphasizing informal 
leadership. In both cases, it has always been clear that environmental 
education should not work in isolation from other fields of knowledge, 
but as a cross-cutting theme. This transdisciplinary quality, combined 
with the flexibility and methodological openness characterizing many 
of its practices, affords fruitful opportunities for child and youth 
participation, especially in the context of projects with a community-
based, transformative approach.

However, the professional reality of educational action is highly 
diverse and heterogeneous. In formal contexts, there is still a 
significant lack of the pedagogical knowledge and tools necessary for 
comprehensive teacher education that would include an environmental 
and participatory approach with children (Martínez-Iñiguez et al., 
2021). Although environmental education activities can be carried out 
in many settings, not all those organizing them can be considered 
environmental educators. As Cervera Buisán (2021), p. 21 points out: 
“There is no clear definition of the professional profile of 
environmental education. The professional practice of environmental 
education produces different profiles and very diverse professions.” In 
other words, although environmental education is a series of 
educational practices in different settings (formal, non-formal, and 
informal), it is important not to assume automatically that those 
practicing it have an established professional identity as environmental 
educators. This identity requires a base of competences, knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills specific to the field (Soto Fernández, 2007), in 
which, in our view, participatory and empowering guidance and 
support for children and youth is a key competence. Thus, we need to 
articulate theoretical and practical knowledge that, combined with 
reflective practice, empowering beliefs, and forms of accompaniment 
oriented toward encouraging participation, will favor and strengthen 
children’s active participation in the practice of environmental 
education, allowing it to expand both within and beyond formal 
educational contexts.

Consequently, since defining environmental educators in terms of 
their profession is a complex task, we can instead define them in terms 
of competencies. According to Attewell (2009), a competency is not 
just knowledge or know-how; it conveys the idea of being able to 
respond to complex situations in specific contexts by mobilizing 
psychological and social resources, skills, and attitudes. Hence the 
question we ask here is: What set of professional competencies is 
necessary for an environmental educator working from a critical 
perspective, oriented toward child participation and socio-ecological 
transformation? The answers are multiple, diverse, and non-exclusive. 
We  consider relevant those frameworks that focus on analytical, 
critical, and common action; problem-solving; and skills for 

transformative participation (Bianchi et  al., 2022; Cebrián and 
Junyent, 2014; Council of Europe, 2016; European Commission: Joint 
Research Centre, 2022) as it is essential to foster these capacities 
among all citizens, through educational guidance and support 
consistent with sustainable development. Are we, then, as 
environmental educators, equipped with training that enables us to 
put these paradigms into practice? And what barriers do we encounter 
in attempting to do so?

This article, then, sets out to address these questions. Often, 
teacher training in environmental education has been focused on 
consciousness-raising, on imparting knowledge about the 
environment, and on fostering a respectful attitude toward nature. But 
if we accept that environmental education is, above all, a critical social 
practice oriented toward participation and citizenship-building, then 
it is worth rethinking what place these factors have in teacher 
education and, above all, identifying the training needs teachers have 
and what barriers they encounter when attempting to steer their 
practice toward participation and action. Are we  training 
environmental educators to face eco-social challenges with a 
pedagogical approach capable of ensuring that children and 
adolescents can participate meaningfully? What should we take into 
account in designing forms of teacher education that will be consistent 
with the aims and complexity of the discipline and place children’s 
participation at their core?

The exploration of the barriers and training needs that 
environmental educators encounter in educating through and for 
action is what has guided the interest of this study, in line with 
what we  see as the main focus of research in a form of 
environmental education oriented toward critical and 
transformative action (Calixto Flores, 2012; Caride, 2008). Thus, 
we have endeavored to identify the impediments in the field and 
educators’ training needs in their attempts to embrace and develop 
active children’s political and civil agency in 
environmental education.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Methodological approach and research 
principles

This article explores the training needs of environmental educators 
for supporting and guiding children and adolescents and fostering 
their participation and decision-making in environmental 
education contexts.

To this end, a methodological approach was chosen that would 
be  sensitive not only to children’s experiences and narratives as 
“receivers” of support, but also to the reflective practice, dialog, and 
self-observation of educators as key participants, both individually 
and collectively. It aimed to be a study that, through thought and 
action, encounters with others, and experiential dialog, could embrace 
new ways of building knowledge, recognizing the diversity of existing 
knowledge and the complexity and plurality of lived experiences that 
research into accompaniment in environmental education calls for. 
Thus we advocate a type of research that seeks to transform not only 
the collective but also itself; i.e., transformation of both participants 
and researchers themselves, in order to enrich the practice of 
environmental education.
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This approach was consistent with the criteria of the pragmatic 
paradigm (Arias, 2023; Creswell, 2009; Johnson et al., 2007; Morgan, 
2007), in that it assumed a mixed social reality, accepted both objective 
and subjective views with the aim of being useful for solving problems, 
and deployed a range of different, complementary methodologies 
enabling us to compare and contrast our own stories with those of 
children and adolescents.

For these reasons, this study used participatory methodologies as 
a way of producing knowledge for planning and change, basing itself 
on and highlighting the value of people’s own knowledge (Chambers, 
1997). This, then, is a way of doing research that is positioned and 
committed to social change. There are many different types of 
institutions that recognize participation as a principle that is useful 
and valuable both for assessing needs (Ramírez-García and Camacho-
Bercherlt, 2019) and for responding to those needs. Moreover, 
participatory methods provide research with the opportunity to open 
up to new perspectives and understandings in order to 
democratize knowledge.

The participatory approach adopted enabled us to take advantage 
of its inherent flexibility to gain closeness and openness to 
participants, with the aim of setting self-observation processes in 
motion and thereby developing learning among the actors and 
institutions involved (Castro et al., 2007). The study also adhered to 
four key methodological principles for generating and 
co-constructing forms of knowledge, namely: inclusion, multivocality, 
reflexivity, and research sustainability. We  define research 
sustainability as a deliberate positioning in which we  commit to 
investigating responsibly with both resources and participants. This 
involves ensuring the inclusion of all voices through social justice and 
transparent relationships, adapting objectives and methodologies to 
available capacities, and safeguarding both the rigor of the process 
and the well-being of those involved to guarantee ethical, fair, and 
respectful research. These can help transform limiting 
representational frameworks toward children in and through 
environmental education, in addition to enabling the exploration of 
practices and experiences that recognize, value, and reinforce the 
practical knowledge that is currently being developed in favor of 
children’s participation in environmental education.

Furthermore, the study conformed to the three main principles of 
inclusive childhood research developed by Graham et al. (2015) in the 
Ethical Research Involving Children (ERIC) project, i.e.: reflective 
practice and self-awareness in dealing with participants’ experience; 
respect for children’s rights, well-being and human dignity; and 
attention to the relationships between the people involved in research. 
Lastly, putting research sustainability into practice involves taking the 
human factor into account and understanding that methodological 
design is not only shaped by the specific approach chosen and the 
principles underlying it, but also by the capacities, skills, and 
motivations of the research team. Thus, our objectives were set and 
techniques selected according to the possibilities and resources 
available to us.

2.2 Strategy and methodological design

Of the methodological options developed hitherto for addressing 
our objective, and in the light of the perspectives discussed above, 

participatory analysis (Castro et  al., 2007; Cano-Hila et  al., 2019; 
Cano-Hila and Sabariego-Puig, 2017; Folgueiras-Bertomeu and 
Sabariego-Puig, 2018; Ojeda Millahueque and Zúñiga González, 2020; 
Ramírez-García and Camacho-Bercherlt, 2019) was considered to 
be the most appropriate. Our understanding was that participatory 
analyses would enable us to determine the context of the object of 
study through an approach oriented toward action and social 
transformation (Ander-Egg, 2003; Villasante, 2010). This approach 
also uses participatory methodologies of data production and analysis 
(Castro et al., 2007), in such a way that information is organized and 
analyzed by the community itself (Ramírez-García and Camacho-
Bercherlt, 2019), thus enabling the identification of the most pressing 
needs and the construction of alternatives through collaboration 
between different actors (Campos Castillo et al., 2020) in the process 
of the research itself.

On the empirical level, this method was articulated by 
combining three data collection techniques: semi-structured 
interviews, questionnaires for both children and educators, and 
participatory workshops. In this article, we focus on participatory 
workshops; however, it is important to emphasize and clarify that 
some of the elements brought into discussion, or employed to 
initiate certain debates, are derived from previous data collection 
techniques, namely the 7 semi-structured interviews, the 68 
questionnaires administered to children, and the 64 questionnaires 
administered to educators.

From this point onward, a total of four participatory workshops 
each of approximately 2 h’ duration were held. The workshops took 
place in July, September, and October of 2023, and their starting point 
was the information provided by the questionnaires that had been 
administered from February to July of the same year to children, 
adolescents, and education professionals – including primary and 
secondary-education teachers, non-formal educators, and 
environmental educators  – who had identified themselves as 
stakeholders in environmental education.

The diversity on the stakeholders in environmental educators was 
also a criteria for defining the sample. The participants constitute a 
group of 10 professionals in the field of environmental education, 
among whom are environmental educators, teachers, leisure 
educators, municipal education officers, and environmental 
informants. This heterogeneity among participants strengthened 
multivocality and intersubjective reflexivity as factors ensuring a 
genuinely participatory methodology. Supplementary Table 1 presents 
the participants and profiles that constitute the members of the 
participatory workshops.

This technique was valuable for its flexibility and closeness to 
informants, who, through negotiation and dialog, provided the keys 
to understanding the phenomenon under study. The workshops 
enabled in-depth investigation of four dimensions of information 
gathering, namely:

	•	 The conceptual dimension. In this area, participants explored 
conceptual representations around the central themes of the 
study, i.e.: environmental education as a subject field and its 
objectives; children’s participation; and socio-educational 
accompaniment in environmental education.

	•	 The dimension of educational practice. Here, we inquired into 
current developments in environmental education, and the 
existing methodological opportunities offered by each different 
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type of knowledge or practice aimed at strengthening child and 
youth participation.

	•	 The dimension of challenges and strategies. In this area, 
we endeavored to obtain a subject-based view of both the actual 
situation in the field and environmental educators as professionals 
in their current context, in relation to their attempts to 
incorporate participatory elements in their work.

	•	 The dimension of participatory support and guidance. Here, 
we explored in detail what aspects of accompaniment encouraged 
the development of more participatory and empowering 
educational practices with children and adolescents in the field 
of environmental education.

This article focuses on the process of the participatory workshops 
and the results yielded by them, given their usefulness in developing 
an awareness of the barriers and training needs which may contribute 
to the design of future training programs. For this reason, in this 
article we center on the last two dimensions identified above, due to 
their relevance to inquiry into and exploration of the group’s 
challenges and needs. These two dimensions aimed to identify barriers 
(the challenges that both educators and the field itself face in putting 
child and youth participation into practice) and training needs on the 
basis of an educational design emerging from the 
participatory workshops.

To begin with, we briefly present the structure and methodological 
sequence of each workshop session. First, after a short phase for 
members to get to know each other (especially necessary in the first 
meetings), we went on to contextualize the meaning of the session and 
to present the topics to be  discussed. Subsequently, an individual 
reflective activity was put forward, aimed at enabling participants to 
critically examine their own practice in relation to the issues raised. 
This initial reflection was followed by a sharing session, in some cases 
in small groups. This encouraged the exchange of views, group dialog, 
and the co-construction of knowledge. In some cases, after this 
extended discussion phase, the work was resumed in individual or 
small group format in order to further explore some emerging ideas, 
subsequently coming back to the plenary to report findings. This 
to-and-fro movement from personal reflection to group exchange was 
a distinctive feature of the process, enriching the experience and 
enabling the workshops to become genuine opportunities for 
education and self-education.

Two other aspects of the workshops should also be highlighted. 
First, apart from reflection, they focused on consensus, decision-
making, and establishing priorities. In some sessions we also worked 
to develop common, agreed frames of reference. Secondly, as in our 
research with children and adolescents, we did not limit ourselves 
exclusively to spoken discussion but also used graphic means such as 
drawing, writing, and other visual media to facilitate the expression 
and visualization of complex ideas, and to record group progress and 
agreements reached.

As an illustrative example of the process described in the 
methodological framework, a session might begin—once its objectives 
have been clarified—by inviting participants to represent themselves 
graphically while considering the following questions: “What skills, 
knowledge, attitudes, and resources do I possess to perform effectively 
as an environmental educator? Which do I lack or see as necessary to 
develop further?” Collective discussion of the resulting drawings and 

responses would then allow for the identification of both commonalities 
and differences among participants. Shared or particularly relevant 
elements, as prioritized by the group, could subsequently guide the 
formation of three or four teams for more in-depth exploration. The 
session would again conclude with a plenary exchange, providing a 
foundation for continuity in subsequent workshops.

In other instances, as suggested by their designation, the 
participatory workshops employed a variety of participatory 
techniques in accordance with their objectives, whether oriented 
toward analysis, proposal development, decision-making, or other 
aims. In this manner, multiple dialogs unfolded through shared, 
in-person interaction around the topics at hand, thereby reinforcing 
processes of knowledge co-construction.

2.3 Process of analysis

The participatory workshops yielded further data from the 
discussions and the views expressed by participants. This qualitative 
information was analyzed through a content analysis to give it 
greater depth and make its interpretation more visible. Qualitative 
content analysis seeks to describe, classify, and interpret textual data, 
looking for patterns and relationships by grouping content 
thematically into categories of analysis, through activities such as 
segmenting the text into quotes, coding, and writing comments 
(Gibbs, 2012). Once the content of the workshops had been 
transcribed literally, we proceeded to the qualitative analysis, divided 
into three phases:

	 1	 Coding phase. The transcripts were read to elaborate the first 
coding of the text and to group codes into categories. This 
process began by defining dimensions and indicators 
deductively derived from theoretical concepts and 
previously published works (Caride and Meira, 2001; 
Crespo i Torres, 2022; Reis, 2021; Trilla Bernet and Novella 
Cámara, 2011).

	 2	 Category triangulation phase. From the emerging data and 
through an inductive process, the initial categories and 
subcategories were examined, bearing in mind the theoretical 
frame of reference and the guiding dimensions of the 
methodological design. As a result, a system of categories was 
established to code all the units of analysis of the workshop 
content, as shown in Supplementary Table 2.

For the purposes of this article, we focused on exploring three 
analytical categories:

	•	 C1. Challenges. We  set out to determine the challenges that 
environmental education professionals faced in attempting to 
open their work up to child and adolescent participation. 
We addressed both subject-based and structural challenges in 
addition to those associated with the environmental educator 
her/himself.

	•	 C2. Training needs. In line with clear evidence emerging from the 
workshops of the need for further training focused on the 
paradigms that we  advocate in this study, we  explored 
environmental educators’ specific training needs. To this end, 
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we inquired into the needs to be addressed and the objectives and 
contents that such training should have.

	•	 C3. Workshop evaluation. The methodology used in this study 
was eminently participative and reflective, and it was assumed 
that it brought into play educational and self-educational factors 
that were of special interest, given the needs of the group with 
which we were working. In this category we explored participants’ 
assessment of the workshops in terms of their 
professional development.

	 3	 Results collection and verification phase. A content analysis 
was carried out to enrich the data sequentially. For each 
category, the information obtained in the four workshops was 
analyzed on two levels: (a) on a general level, to obtain an 
overall view of all the categories identified; and (b) according 
to the specific features of each workshop, to obtain a more 
nuanced understanding in line with its 
particular characteristics.

2.4 Research ethics

The aim of research ethics is to protect the rights of participants 
and ensure respectful treatment. This study formed part of a larger 
project approved by the bioethics committee of the University of 
Barcelona. Also, the ethical issues involved were reaffirmed in 
accordance with the following regulatory and reference 
frameworks: the Code of Good Practice in Research approved by 
the University of Barcelona (Universitat de Barcelona, 2020); the 
Organic Law on the Protection of Personal Data (LOPD) 15/1999, 
December 13th; Royal Decree 1720/2007, December 21st, on the 
Development of the LOPD; European Directive 2002/58/EC, which 
emphasizes the confidential treatment of data and prevents them 
being disseminated or sold to third parties. Thus we  would 
underscore that we adhered at all times to the criteria of quality and 
rigor presented above. This involves no alteration or fabrication of 
data or plagiarism of ideas. Transparency was also sought 
throughout in order to ensure that all participants were duly 
informed of their participation and all its potential implications. 
Direct, horizontal communication was ensured with all 
participants. Furthermore, at all times, responsible, exclusive use 
of the data obtained was ensured in the preparation of informed 
consent and in guaranteeing a duly-informed, voluntary researcher-
participant relationship of mutual recognition. In addition to these 
guidelines, the study adhered to the principles of responsible 
research and innovation (RRI; Owen et al., 2013). Thus, it aimed to 
encourage research and innovation practices oriented toward 
achieving sustainable, ethically acceptable, and socially 
desirable outcomes.

3 Results

The results are presented below in sections corresponding to the 
three analytical categories discussed above (challenges, training needs, 
workshop evaluation).

3.1 Challenges

As the study developed, we were able to investigate the challenges 
faced by participants, not only in carrying out their activities in the 
best way, but also in attempting to embrace child and youth 
participation as a core element. Within this exploration of challenges, 
two main areas were identified: first, challenges the educators 
encountered in their daily work; and second, challenges of a 
structural or subject-related nature that had to be overcome at the 
same time as the others in order to strengthen child and 
youth participation.

3.1.1 Environmental educators’ challenges

	•	 Creating links with the environment and recognizing its possibilities. 
Many children and adolescents have very sporadic contact with 
nature, which translates into a lack of knowledge of the basic 
features of ecosystems. The challenge here is to bring the natural 
environment closer, especially in urbanized contexts. Children 
and youth must know about the environment in order to 
appreciate and defend it. The environmental educators saw their 
task as bringing this context closer to students from the 
standpoint of its pedagogical and transformative potential, and 
in terms of addressing current problems.

There are a lot of people who might live closer to forests or the 
country or systems where they have this contact, but it’s true 
that most of the population lives in cities. That means they’re a 
bit disconnected from environmental education. For me the 
great challenge is how to get across, first, the basic knowledge. 
A lot of people are surprised when you explain something really 
simple, and starting from that, maybe they take more care to 
put bird feeders in their garden and things like that. (P10)

	•	 Developing the critical political capacity to address conflicts. 
Despite the consensus on the climate emergency, it is necessary 
to develop a critical political and social capacity in order to 
rethink the current model of society and consumption. This 
conflict is present at the macro level as well as in everyday social 
organizations. Biophysical resources are limited and the 
socioeconomic model will have to be transformed. Thus it was 
seen as vital not to avoid conflict, but to address it through dialog 
and empathy.

Conflict must exist, because it will exist. When someone has to lose 
their privileges, they’ll always hold on and try not to lose them, and 
then that’ll cause conflict. And you have to be prepared to welcome 
it and work from that conflict and build from there. (P6)

	•	 Training for and through action. A lack of specific professional 
training was identified. Participants valued self-taught potential, 
but they also saw it as necessary to have formal training enabling 
them to encourage transformative action arising from critical 
thinking in the face of a system that is often hostile. Therefore 
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they were of the view that environmental education should serve 
to transform from within, although may be partial or insufficient.

Yes, perhaps another challenge would also be for this knowledge 
to help people to have more influence on politics and community 
actions, on the dynamics, on the social structure. That is, for this 
knowledge and this awareness to have enough weight to mobilize 
people to demand structural changes or changes on the political 
and business level, which in the end is what shifts all the gears a 
bit on the global level. (P10)

3.1.2 Structural and subject-related challenges
In addition to the challenges involved in direct educational 

practice, structural challenges affecting the recognition, stability, and 
effectiveness of environmental education were identified. These were 
grouped into three areas:

	•	 Defining the competency framework and forging alliances between 
different pedagogies and existing spaces. Environmental education 
was seen as a cross-curricular discipline, which ideally in the 
future would be integrated into all education. To move forward, 
it was considered necessary to define a clear competency 
framework that would enable cooperation with other critical 
subject fields oriented toward social transformation.

Environmental education also has a problem of competition with 
other types of education. I think the key thing here would be to say: 
what kind of change do we want in the world? Then if that change 
is coherent enough, critical enough, all other forms of education 
are involved. Then you can do feminist education, environmental 
education, etc. If you understand that capitalism, patriarchy, and 
colonialism are all, as Boaventura de Sousa Santos and all those 
people say, they’re all so interwoven with each other that to break 
with one you have to break with the others. (P5)

Further, it was seen as necessary to take this process of defining 
competencies and (hopefully) methods a step forward in order to 
stabilize it and integrate it into the formal sphere. For this to 
happen, it was important to define competencies beforehand, so 
that they could have a cross-cutting presence in all subjects, and to 
avoid the excessive crystallization or compartmentalization of 
the field.

A small contradiction is the fact that in the history of 
environmental education, sometimes it seems that the only option 
for it to be taken a bit more seriously – and therefore for teachers 
to really embrace it – is by making it stable, obligatory, with a 
professional specialist, etc. But of course, the most socially 
dynamic processes are not exactly the most stable ones. [...] I think 
it’s a necessity that should be imposed one day. That there should 
be  specialists in environmental education in schools to make 
things happen, right? (P5)

	•	 To value and dignify existing spaces and promote professional 
stability and continuity. Participants noted educational 

experiences of great transformative value, but which were often 
marked by occupational instability and precarity, thus limiting 
any sustained impact they might have.

So it’s good to be  able to get behind it, but I  think it’s a big 
challenge. If we want to have these initiatives, we have them. But 
they’re precarious. So let’s have them without them being so 
precarious, for example. (P3)

The environmental educators reported that their working 
conditions hindered the professionalization and continuity of 
their projects.

The people who do environmental education are people who’re 
trained in general, they have a degree and a lot of knowledge on 
the subject, and often they’re taken on only as monitors [...] Yes, 
I’m teaching four games with content in which I’ve previously 
been trained. (P10)

People who work in environmental education find it very difficult 
to make a living from it. If you know people who are educators, 
I  mean, I’m doing coordination because doing education and 
being only an educator I cannot survive. (P5)

	•	 To discover what works and change what does not. Participants 
valued positively what worked within the current system, 
especially that which was counter-hegemonic and promoted care, 
sustainability, and food sovereignty.

[…] we have to discover what things are already working within 
the system, that are actually anti-systemic. Which are the ones that 
help us survive safely, right? Well, women’s work, to put it briefly, 
right? Care work, right? Well, care work has to be promoted and 
valued. The same as agricultural work. [...] And it’s true that this 
is also happening a bit, that is, mixed up with everything, you see 
that among young people agriculture is getting a bit more good 
press. (P5)

At the same time, the importance of opening arenas for new 
discourses and redefining what a good or desirable life means, whether 
inside or outside the educational system, was highlighted. In changing 
what does not work, participants stressed the importance of the state 
having the courage to make mistakes, or at least to try new 
communicative strategies.

And leaving behind the paternalism of a young woman saying, 
“Yes, it’s very important to recycle, did you know this and that?” 
The most important challenge is to leave behind these lectures that 
people reject. That’s a challenge for me. To get someone to get 
behind this and for the Environment Department to lose the fear 
of paying for a product that doesn’t say exactly what they want to 
say. (P2)

Lastly, the workshops raised the issue of bureaucracy, and how it 
limits many of the ideas of educators who want to try new things, 
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either due to the very nature of these ideas, which seek to connect 
with actors not normally involved in formal education, or 
because of their own lack of knowledge of the bureaucracy. For 
example, one participant stated that “Eliminating it would help, 
and if you  cannot eliminate it, it would help to know about 
it” (P5).

The environmental educators agreed on three main strategic lines 
for responding to the challenges identified in the field. First, they 
highlighted the importance of establishing a dialog with other forms of 
education and favoring open relationships and exchanges with the 
environment and local society. This involved cooperation in areas such 
as educational leisure, neighborhood gardens, and community 
initiatives, while at the same time opening up to knowledge and 
methodologies coming from diverse contexts. They saw this strategy 
as making it possible to break away from rigid contents and to build 
education based on the real experiences of children and young people.

Secondly, the cross-curricular integration of environmental 
education into the formal education system was advocated, thus 
ensuring that it would permeate all subjects and aspects of school life. 
This would include schools employing environmental specialists and 
having them work on transformative community projects.

Finally, emphasis was placed on training teachers and 
environmental educators to offer an education that would be critical, 
relevant to students’ everyday lives, and connected to global and local 
challenges. Participants thought that such training should include 
competencies for boosting participation, critical thinking, and 
transformative action from the early stages of education. Also, it was 
within the framework of this last strategy that the workshops 
developed, via group identification of training needs.

3.2 Training needs

Training needs were analyzed on the basis of three key questions 
discussed on in the participatory workshops, namely: What do we lack 
in order to practice within a participatory, empowering paradigm 
among children and youth? How can we respond to these needs? 
What subject-matter is the most important for training environmental 
educators to build child and adolescent participation?

First, two main areas for improvement were identified: 
strengthening collaboration with other educational and community 
agents, and promoting more participatory practices through 
familiarization with active methodologies and the creation of 
opportunities for participation. In addition, the need to help educators 
understand participation from the theoretical and methodological 
point of view, to ensure the inclusion of all students, and to promote 
critical thinking was highlighted. On the other hand, priority was not 
given to developing environmental literacy, but rather to reinforcing 
the educational and participatory dimension of teaching. Lastly, in the 
area of priority subject-matter, a wide range of proposals emerged 
aimed at boosting child and adolescent participation in educational 
practice. Cross-cutting elements of environmental education, such as 
observation of detail and care for nature, were stressed, in addition to 
cross-curricular educational themes such as managing emotions, 
gamification, and the use of games. Lastly, a large number of elements 
linked to participation, in terms of fostering and managing it both 
groups and the environment, were also mentioned.

Although the answers to these questions are interesting in 
themselves, the following section shows how they had matured as a 
result of the content analysis of the workshop members’ initial dialog 
and debate around the questions presented above. Four major needs 
were identified for environmental educator training based on 
participatory, empowering paradigms involving children and youth:

	•	 To make participation in environmental education explicit in 
order to include people; to develop the concept of participation 
and learn to assess its value. This first need responded to the 
purpose of creating a paradigm shared among different educators, 
in order to both define and question what participation is. It was 
argued that it is not a concept that an environmental educator 
often stops to think about, and that when a valuable participatory 
practice emerged, it tended to happen randomly because it came 
spontaneously from a particular person.

What this means is that we don’t think about it much. I have a 
hard time thinking about it. It’s because it comes naturally and 
you think you’re already doing it, but you don’t stop to think about 
it either. Or I don’t anyway. (P6)

It was argued that this need should be  addressed using 
methodologies favoring analysis and construction based on 
trainees’ shared experience, and that to develop this methodology 
it was necessary to establish the concept of participation and to 
learn to assess its value.

For this you need a concept of participation and to learn to decide 
the value of participation. For example, how do we  value 
participation? Should we  value it in the impact that others 
produce? Should we value it in what kids develop? Or if they 
choose things? All these questions around participation […], 
maybe you focus on one and forget about the others. Well, take 
one person and their experience, and with that help them stretch 
starting from their own work, and then with you and then with 
you and then with me… (P5)

	•	 Training in methodologies in which the educator becomes a 
helper  and guide. Although this study constantly focused on 
taking participants’ concerns and working on them through the 
pedagogy of the question, this point highlighted the need to work 
on the basis of learning situations as a useful way of escaping 
from the comfort zone in which participation in environmental 
education sometimes gets bogged down. It also stressed the 
usefulness of service-learning projects and the need to be trained 
in this methodology, as it favors accompaniment and is linked to 
the local environment.

One way to participate a lot and really important for me is 
service-learning methodology. Because then it’s not just 
intervening with you and me, but on a community level [.] Their 
education has a positive impact on society [.], and that also 
creates expectations that interest them, and that’s why they want 
to participate. (P3)

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Crespo i Torres et al.� 10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023

Frontiers in Education 10 frontiersin.org

	•	 To connect all educational actors, get to know the local 
environment, and connect it with the practice of environmental 
education. This need emerged from all the contributions that 
linked participation to the community and the community to 
environmental education. Reaching beyond training in 
networking techniques and dynamics, it was argued that the 
training process itself could and should become a means of 
forging this connection and ensuring that it was consolidated.

And it should be consolidated in some way, with a follow-up to 
keep the actors that have been incorporated on board. Sometimes 
you do a training course, but then you do not get the summary [.] 
Maybe that’s something that’s also missing. (P7).

Along with this need to create links with the local area, the need 
to learn about services and resources already existing in the 
community or immediate area was expressed. This was seen as 
fostering a sense of belonging and being able to act in environments 
in which a result could be  made visible. It was also considered 
important for knowing what opportunities for transformation the 
local area offered.

The opportunities in the local area that allow you to transform the 
area if you  don’t know it and don’t see the dynamics in your 
surroundings and how people have gone out to do things.... [...] 
This is what allows you to engage yourself and say: I can also 
transform the local area in some way (P5).

Participants also mentioned the need to look for resources and 
information relating to children and adolescents’ socio-environmental 
and cultural contexts in order to be able to offer these resources and 
contacts to others.

The thing is that this happens a lot with teachers, who arrive and don’t 
know their local area, because perhaps they’re not from the 
municipality, and here the environmental educators are more rooted 
and play this role [...] It’s having the ability to go to the area and know 
it well, to know what opportunities it offers and to offer them. (P5).

	•	 To provide tools for including all children and youth in participating 
in educational action. This need was one of those most remarked 
on throughout the sessions. It can be broken down into two more 
concrete ones. First, participants noted the need to equip 
environmental educators to identify specific, especially important 
situations in education. Secondly, they also mentioned the need 
to provide resources and tools for managing diversity.

On this point, it was remarked that, although environmental 
educators often provide activities and projects for students with 
reduced mobility, it was very common that, especially in activities 
such as day trips, their needs were not taken into account in terms of 
including them in the activity, and as a result they were referred 
to carers:

But sometimes, as they’re difficulties of other types, or that go 
unnoticed. They tell you, “Well yes, we have a couple of students, 

but there’s a carer or whatever”, as if to say that’s it, and we can do 
what we always do and we’ll adapt it, right? And as we don’t always 
focus on it properly... No […], inclusion for us isn’t always a 
hundred percent (P6).

Inclusion and diversity were also discussed in cultural and 
linguistic terms. In this case, the vegetable garden was advocated as 
having very high potential for including newly arrived students, since 
it was a place where practical activities are undertaken and, therefore, 
the factor of peer imitation was prominent. Thus it was seen as 
necessary to promote this activity and to have training to take full 
advantage of it. In the same way, participants highlighted certain 
educational activities where environmental education actions took 
place as enabling students to engage with the activity in different ways, 
either because of its rhythms or because of the break with the linearity 
of the classrooms.

Well, maybe it’s also what it says here, that participation, I mean 
it’s inclusive, right? I mean that one thing is linked to the other. If 
you know how to do the methodology properly, right? Because 
OK, we’re looking at a vegetable garden activity […] where 
participation could be inclusive because it starts from some tasks 
with which everyone can feel comfortable, so maybe a kid can sit 
down there and they can do it in some way, right? If the language 
is a problem, or if they’re more restless then they can get into 
digging. (P10)

Lastly, the need to know how to identify different special 
educational needs and work with them was stressed. In both subject-
matter and methodologies the importance of inclusion was 
highlighted for affirming that a particular project or action was 
participatory. The educators were also of the view that inclusion for all 
could become a means of encouraging new forms of 
group participation.

3.3 Assessing the workshops

As with any participatory process, the workshops, apart being a 
method of gathering information, were valued as an arena for 
discussion among professionals that was co-constructed with them. 
In order to assess their usefulness, a set of questions was drawn up. 
One of the questions asked, and the one we analyze in this article, 
focused on what, if anything, the study had offered to participants. The 
question was: Do you think these workshops have provided you with 
something? What did they provide you with? If not, what did you miss? 
Among the responses, four major contributions were noted:

	•	 Tools for boosting child participation in environmental education. 
Importance was given to the participation of children and 
adolescents. Participants stated that the workshops had provided 
tools, perspectives, and analyses on how to enhance participation 
in environmental education.

The whole area of children and adolescents’ active participation is 
a whole new world in which, with only two sessions, I was able to 
learn a lot.
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Some participants emphasized precisely this practical approach, 
which enabled the workshops to offer tools for encouraging 
participation based on exchanging ideas among peers.

	•	 Listening and exchange among professionals. The exchange of 
experiences and points of view with other educators was highly 
valued. Dialog and active listening enriched participants’ outlook 
and provided a greater understanding of the sector.

It was really interesting to listen to and get to know stories from 
different areas of environmental education in Catalonia.

This advantage was limited in some cases by lack of time for 
listening, questioning, and reflection. Some informants suggested that 
this reflection should be continued or deepened.

	•	 Reflection on the role of the environmental educator. Several 
participants stressed that the workshops were an opportunity to 
rethink their work as environmental educators, highlighting the 
need to make environmental education critical, participatory, 
and transformative.

They particularly helped me reflect on the fundamental role of the 
environmental educator from an active, participatory perspective 
with students.

	•	 Motivation and personal transformation. Participants stated that 
the workshops had had a motivating and transforming effect. The 
discussions helped them to stop, rethink their own practice, and 
incorporate small, significant changes in their way of educating.

They gave me motivation. Stopping, thinking, and going back. 
Adding small changes in our role as educators.

Turning to the second part of the question, in some cases 
participants felt the need for more sessions or some specific writing 
and reflection activity. Most agreed that time was lacking, and they 
justified this by referring to the value of the workshops themselves. 
Although each workshop had lasted 2 hrs, they explained that it was 
not usual to have this type of opportunity for meeting among 
professionals in the sector and, having experienced it, they saw it as 
valuable and would have found it useful to have more time to deepen 
or expand the contributions discussed above.

4 Discussion

The challenges faced by environmental education (EE) and 
strategies for dealing with them were articulated around a number of 
basic needs identified in the research results. One of the major 
challenges determined was that of clearly defining a competency 
framework for the field. This is not an issue exclusive to EE. Ribeiro 
and Menezes (2022) note in their work that education for citizenship 
is often neglected and not considered as relevant as other curricular 
areas in schools. It was seen as essential to establish this framework in 
order to forge alliances between different pedagogies and educational 
areas, thus strengthening the capacity of environmental education to 
act effectively and coherently (Amat, 2021).

In the same area, a strong concern emerged among participants 
over the lack of professional stability and insufficient 
professionalization of environmental educators, an element also 
highlighted by Cervera Buisán (2021) in her diagnostic report on the 
profession. They saw this precarity as seriously hindering the 
consolidation of quality, sustainable practices in the field, thereby 
putting the continuity of valuable existing projects at risk as pointed 
out by Soto Fernández (2007). Amat (2021) indicated that this is a 
structural problem that directly affects educators’ ability to support 
and guide transformative educational processes. Despite this 
instability, know-how derived from experience, trial and error, and 
situated learning was valued. This practical dimension was said to 
enable educators to feel comfortable with relevant subject-matter and 
methodologies, allowing them to improvise, adapt to the context, and 
forge links with the environment. However, these skills were blunted 
when working conditions prevented full-time, sustained 
dedication to EE.

From a broader perspective, our findings indicate a need to return 
to the transformative origins of EE as expressed in the United Nations 
Environment Programme (1975) and the Tbilisi Conference. 
According to Amat (2021), environmental education’s original 
purpose was to change both relationships between human beings and 
the environment and relationships among themselves, which, 
therefore, implies a will toward social and structural transformation 
(Amat, 2021, p. 126–127). In accordance with this transformative 
dimension, participants emphasized the role of environmental 
education as a transdisciplinary arena (Meira, 2009) where dialog with 
other ways of educating and with differing situations is essential to 
advancing toward a refoundation of the field (Bonil et al., 2010; Caride 
and Meira, 2001). Establishing cooperation with other sectors was 
seen as facilitating the recognition of outside elements that could add 
to and enhance environmental practice.

The study also confirmed the existence of a significant gap 
between the founding principles of environmental education and the 
actual current conditions of its practice. Bonilla-Mendoza and 
Garzón-Barragán (2022) argue that environmental teaching practices, 
especially regarding the development of pro-environmental and 
eco-citizenship skills, are shaped by the institutional context and 
teacher training. In this study, we have observed that, with respect to 
training, it is necessary to strengthen critical paradigms that empower 
educators to move beyond objective knowledge (Tapia González, 
2023). Although we may see it as a tool for active participation and 
eco-social transformation, many of the experiences reported by the 
educators described a fragmentary, precarious, and sometimes 
depoliticized praxis. This disparity can be understood as a symptom 
of the neutralization of educators’ critical potential by their adaptation 
to institutional structures that prioritize conveying information over 
questioning and action (Sauvé, 2005; Bonil et al., 2010).

In this area, analysis of the workshop results revealed at least three 
structural problem areas:

	•	 Insufficient professional training, misaligned with the 
pedagogical principles of critical, transformative, participatory 
environmental education;

	•	 A lack of institutional recognition and legitimization of the role 
of the environmental educator, which translates into job 
insecurity, fragmentation of the subject, and the non-continuity 
of projects;

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Crespo i Torres et al.� 10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023

Frontiers in Education 12 frontiersin.org

	•	 The scarce integration of children’s participation in environmental 
education courses and projects, due to methodological 
deficiencies and cultural, symbolic, and institutional barriers.

From this perspective, it can be  argued that the dominant 
paradigm in the professional training of environmental education 
continues to operate in terms of technical-instrumental rationality, 
which prioritizes efficiency, planning, and conveying information, 
while marginalizing ethical, political, and reflective education. 
Alternatively, when the latter is included, it is imparted through 
specific slogans that do little to question the root of the problems 
supposedly addressed. This approach hinders not only the real 
inclusion of children and youth as social actors, but also the possibility 
of creating educational communities capable of imagining other 
possible worlds based on eco-social justice.

Furthermore, our findings indicate that many professional 
learning processes in the field are based on practical experience – 
situated learning, trial and error, community relationships – rather 
than on formal or institutionalized training. This situation involves a 
clear imbalance: on the one hand, educators’ autonomy and adaptive 
capacity is valued; on the other, there is a lack of stable training 
frameworks ensuring a minimum common base of critical 
competencies, particularly in relation to child participation.

Regarding the specific challenges faced by environmental educators, 
the difficulty of forging links between children and the environment 
was highlighted. Participants stressed the need to train educators to 
identify the opportunities offered by the environment and its issues, 
and to work together with children and adolescents from a 
participatory perspective. In addition, the challenge of developing a 
critical political capacity for addressing socio-environmental conflicts 
through in-depth analysis rather than symbolic action was recognized 
(Amat, 2021). Another important challenge was training for 
transformative action, which would involve offering tools to the 
community and to children in order to build educational action based 
on the will toward collective transformation.

Our findings coincided on this point with Amat (2021), who 
advocates reflective practice in order to bring to light social structures 
that usually remain hidden. In fact, we concur with many authors who 
advocate for an educational practice that makes explicit the injustices 
and asymmetries associated with Eurocentric and androcentric 
worldviews (Carmona et al., 2022; Herrero, 2022; Limón-Domínguez 
and Alcántara-Rubio, 2019; Rivera Cusicanqui, 2020; Shiva, 2008; 
Tapia González, 2023; Walsh, 2022; Walsh and Rodrigues, 2021) that 
overshadow popular, relational, and community knowledge, much of 
it embodied in children themselves. In this context, recognizing the 
political role of children as bearers of knowledge, demands, and 
alternatives, becomes a pedagogical and ethical imperative. As 
indicated in General Comment No. 26 of the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child (2023), child participation in climate action is not 
only legitimate, but essential if we are to produce fair, sustainable 
responses to the crisis.

In this framework, participation can no longer be conceived as a 
technique or as an end in itself, but instead as a dialogic, relational 
praxis, linked to the development of agency, mutual recognition, and 
collective transformation (Heggen et al., 2019), without leaving aside 
its political and emotional dimensions (Novella Cámara, 2008). This 
requires a profound epistemological shift in the training of 
environmental educators: from knowing how to do things to knowing 

how to help and guide, from knowing how to convey information to 
knowing how to listen, from knowing how to act to knowing how to 
transform collectively. Thus, in line with International Commission 
on the Futures of Education (2021) urgent call for a new social 
contract for education, the need to embrace children as active citizens 
in the search for collective solutions is affirmed, recognizing their 
capacity to contribute knowledge, ideas, and innovations in building 
peaceful, sustainable futures. This vision reinforces the idea that it is 
only through children and adolescents’ critical and transformative 
action (Calixto Flores, 2012; Caride, 2008) that we can move toward 
inclusive, participatory, empowering environmental education.

In response to these challenges, participants put forward a clear 
strategy: specific professional training for environmental educators. 
This need is evident in our findings and is aligned with the approach 
of Cebrián and Junyent (2014), who argue that environmental 
education requires training that addresses its complexity and equips 
educators to work with critical pedagogy. Likewise, studies such as 
those by Cervera Buisán (2021) and Franquesa (2018) show that 
formal training in Catalonia is scarce, dispersed, and often relegated 
to isolated modules in different degrees. In general, we found that 
environmental educators mostly came from the natural sciences, with 
fewer from the educational field. The conclusion, then, is that while 
the environmental aspect is currently to some extent accounted for, it 
is time to reinforce the educational aspect, reclaiming the 
transformative character of environmental education and broadening 
its scope beyond simple environmental literacy. At the same time, 
educational challenges persist in schools, as not only the nee don 
teacher training, but also a firm commitment from educators becomes 
essential to initiate projects focused on building environmental 
citizenship (Monte and Reis, 2024).

Therefore, any proposals for professional training emerging from 
this study cannot be  limited to technical formation. The need to 
reshape training spaces as participatory settings in which educators 
not only acquire content but also build knowledge based on dialog, 
problematization, and shared experience was highlighted. In this area, 
the participatory research workshops were not only a tool for gathering 
information, but also a transformative training approach, highly 
valued by participants for their own professional development. Thus 
these workshops can serve as an example of a valuable training 
experience that can guide future training programs. The experience of 
these workshops, as we have seen in this study, represents an initial 
response to the challenges and training needs identified. This format, 
based on active participation, the recognition of participants’ 
experience, and the collective construction of knowledge, demonstrates 
the potential of training approaches that transcend the traditional 
lecture-style approach. Thus, here we advocate environmental educator 
training inspired by the participatory workshop structure and 
dynamics: a situated, contextualized, dialogic form of training that 
promotes peer exchange, critical reflection, and the creation of 
professional networks. Their dialogic methodology, validation of 
practical knowledge, and collective networking were perceived as 
motivating, mobilizing, and transformative. In this way, it would help 
decentralize the formation of hegemonic frameworks and legitimize 
alternative epistemologies, in which popular knowledge, children’s 
experience, and community relationships would take center stage.

At the same time, we  would like to return to this study’s 
commitment to child and adolescent participation. The type of training 
proposed should enable us to rethink our own discourses and 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Crespo i Torres et al.� 10.3389/feduc.2025.1677023

Frontiers in Education 13 frontiersin.org

representations, as well as the practices and methodologies we use, in 
order to transform them in the direction of more participatory forms. 
It is also essential to foster self-knowledge and critical reflection on our 
way of educating, so that we may work from the experience of knowing, 
knowing how to do, and knowing how to be in order to achieve a knowing 
how to act that will embody the forms of accompaniment we wish to 
offer. For all these reasons, and more concretely, we propose here three 
approaches that could articulate a form of educator training able to 
respond to the needs identified: (1) by broadening and questioning 
conceptual representations in different key themes and fields; (2) by 
recognizing and encouraging participatory practices, methodologies, 
and opportunities in educators’ day-to-day work; and (3) by reflecting 
on their way of supporting children and children’s participation.

This, of course, is one possible strategy, but not the only one. It is 
important to prioritize and provide resources to the various regional, 
municipal, and educational instances and institutions involved so that 
they may establish environmental educators as fully-fledged 
educational actors and, thus, both produce and require qualified 
professionals. This should also embrace child participation, and thus 
contribute to the development of specialized professional figures with 
the ability to forge links with the local area, understand the local 
context, and provide a critical and cross-cutting view from the 
biological, social, cultural, political, and economic perspectives 
(Moreno-Fernández and Navarro-Díaz, 2015). In schools, for example, 
Amat (2021) reinforces this idea by proposing that schools should open 
themselves up to the community, seeing the environmental educator 
as the appropriate figure to develop such connections. To this end, and 
in the light of our findings, the educator should be trained in facilitating 
and animating participatory forums and activities; in encompassing 
the viewpoint of all community actors in educational practice; and in 
creating and building spaces for meetings where professionals may 
exchange strategies and resources at the same time as individually and 
collectively questioning their approaches to support and guidance.

In conclusion, we would like to stress that the added value of this 
study lies in demonstrating that training processes themselves, when 
they include genuine participation, peer dialog, and contextualization 
in terms of professional experience, become opportunities for 
meaningful learning and the strengthening of networks. While it is 
acknowledged that the participant sample is relatively modest, and the 
associated limitations regarding the transferability or generalizability of 
findings are recognized, this study argues for the value of participatory 
techniques as tools for the situated co-construction of knowledge. Such 
approaches enable research that both acknowledges and draws upon 
the diverse expertise of environmental education stakeholders, shaped 
by their training, experience, and life histories. Moreover, the continuity 
established through successive workshops has allowed for a deeper 
process of knowledge co-construction that emerges when professionals 
actively engage in collaboration, dialog, and critical reflection, 
collectively identifying and envisioning solutions to shared challenges. 
Thus, participatory methodology is not only effective as an intervention 
or research strategy, but also as an excellent approach to training 
environmental educators committed to social transformation.

Lastly, it is important to emphasize that our findings should not 
be read as a pessimistic analysis, but as a call to strengthen existing 
opportunities. There are experiences, discourses, and professionals 
who already work with empowering, democratic, and participatory 
approaches. Thanks to them we  can question the practice of 
environmental education through these enabling paradigms. The 

major task is to consolidate these paradigms, provide them with 
legitimacy and resources, and turn them into a model for professional 
training that responds to present and future challenges. The 
commitment to children, youth, and the community in general, leads 
us to hope that environmental education may contribute effectively to 
a just eco-social transition, and be an essential spur to leaving behind 
training models that negate children’s transformative power and the 
emancipatory role of the educator. Investing in forms of training 
consistent with these principles is not a luxury, but an essential 
condition for the development of environmental education as a living, 
political, citizenship-building practice. The answers to the eco-social 
crisis will emerge not only from science and technology, but also from 
a form of education capable of imagining, together with children, 
other ways of inhabiting and transforming the world.

In short, it is a question of turning the training of environmental 
educators into an opportunity that enables them to support and guide 
children and youth, not only so that they can participate in activities 
proposed by others, but also so that they can take action and lead their 
own legitimate initiatives in the face of the eco-social crisis. Building 
this shared path is essential to shaping the type of citizenship that 
we advocate from the standpoint of environmental education.
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