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Evidence of Impact of 
Sustainable Schools



Overview

This publication sets out the educational  
and social benefits to young people of 
learning in a sustainable school. It is 
written for leadership teams in primary and 
secondary schools and other educational 
settings across England. Under five themes, 
it sets out 15 top tips based on the impact 
of sustainable schools and education 
for sustainable development on school 
improvement and young people’s well-being 
as defined by Every Child Matters outcomes. 
We hope these will be useful in the context 
of schools striving to enable learners to 
become successful, confident individuals, and 
responsible, caring citizens. The themes are: 

1.  Improving schools: enhancing young 
people’s learning and well-being.

2.  Bringing young people’s learning  
experiences together. 

3. Developing young people’s participation.
4.  Contributing to school, community and  

family life.
5.  Modelling sustainability practices, thinking  

and planning.

Each theme sets out the tips together with a 
short summary of the evidence. The sources of 
evidence are listed at the end of the booklet.

Evidence of the impact of sustainable 
schools is supported by growing research, 
policy, and practitioner literature, in the 
main from the UK but also internationally. 
Multiple sources of evidence now show that 
being a sustainable school raises standards 
and enhances well-being. This is because 
sustainable schools engage young people in 
their learning therefore improving motivation 
and behaviour; they also promote healthy 
school environments and lifestyles. In addition, 
the evidence shows that sustainable schools 
advance community cohesion by making 
valuable connections between the school and 
its parents, carers and the wider community.

For details of the references and sources throughout this booklet, please see  
page 11 of the online version of this publication www.teachernet.gov.uk/publications

http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/publications
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1.1 Make sustainability a strong focus of 
your school development plan 
This improves teaching and learning by providing 
a meaningful, real-world focus which young 
people recognise as significant for their lives, thus 
enhancing school relevance, and supporting 
engagement and enjoyment. Young people 
gain understanding and skills that enable the 
development of capabilities for living and working 
sustainably, now and in the future.

Ofsted (2009) visited 14 schools over a three year 
period and found that their focus on sustainability 
had a wide range of positive consequences. 
Sustainability captured the interest of young 
people because they could see its relevance to 
their own lives and futures. There was evidence 
of an increase in knowledge and understanding 
of the importance of leading more sustainable 
lives, and there were examples of more positive 
attitudes to learning, better behaviour and 
attendance, and improved standards and 
achievement. Importantly, the findings show 
that sustainability was a significant factor in 
improving teaching and learning in these schools. 
Such benefits are also shown in other research in 
England, for example, Porritt et al., (2009), and also 
in USA research, for example, Duffin et al. (2004), 
Falco (2004), Bartosh et al. (2006), NEETF (2000), 
SEER (2005), Ernst and Monroe (2004), Athman 
and Monroe (2004).

1.2 Use sustainability to develop an 
inclusive school ethos 
This provides a positive context for supporting 
teachers’ work, and young people’s learning and 
well-being, and for developing both the care agenda 
and community cohesion.

In a study of 56 schools for the National College, 
Birney and Reed (2009) found that schools which 
focus on sustainability bring an ethic of care 
and a common vision for building a more just 
and inclusive school and society. This results in 
positive benefits for young people’s learning  
and well-being, and also for the staff and  
wider community. This research, that of Porritt 
et al. (2009), and the DCSF (2008) White Paper, 
21st Century Schools, illustrate the contribution 
that sustainable schools can make to building 
stronger relationships and understanding across 
communities both locally and further afield. 

1.3 Improve the quality of school buildings 
and surroundings 
This helps you to focus on the environmental dimension 
to children’s well-being and fully address the Every 
Child Matters agenda. Improving the quality of the 
school environment enhances young people’s physical 
and mental health and safety, and their overall 
development, learning, enjoyment and behaviour.

Improving schools: enhancing 
young people’s learning and 
well-being

“ Some years ago I would not have highlighted 
[Education for Sustainable Development] to OFSTED 
for fear they would consider it a distraction from 
core business. Now … I am confident that our work 
in this area has made a direct difference to pupils’ 
achievement, behaviour and health and I’m therefore 
proud to discuss it with inspectors. … Without doubt 
sustainable development has helped our children to 
develop a greater sense of care towards each other, 
the natural environment and the wider community 
… preparing [them] for the future.”

Head teacher, Birdham CE primary school,  
W Sussex; quoted in Blakeley-Glover et al. (2009)
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Research by the Sustainable Development 
Commission (2009) and by Thomas and Thomson 
(2004) shows that environmental quality and 
young people’s well-being are inextricably linked, 
and that young people’s everyday experience 
of living and learning in the environment, and 
the health of the environment itself, are critical 
to overall well-being. Research for the NASUWT 
(Broadhurst et al., 2008) shows that the quality 
of the physical environment surrounding the 
school affects behaviour within schools, and also 
attendance, academic achievement and parental 
support. Thomas and Thomson (2004) found that 
the worse a local environment looks, the less 
children are able to play freely, and develop the 
habits and commitments that will enable them 
to address environmental problems in the future. 
This research base also shows that schools have an 
important contribution to make in improving the 
quality of young people’s environments. See also 

the Good Childhood Enquiry (Layard and Dunn, 
2009) which found strong evidence that young 
people do want a better school environment.

But be wary of prioritising social change or 
environmental improvement over young 
people’s learning. 

Research funded by the Specialist 
Schools and Academies Trust (Scott, 
2008), argued that, whilst it was hard to 
believe that schools would utterly neglect 
student learning in favour of enhancing 
sustainability, it is certainly possible that 
lessons or teaching materials can have 
outcomes that are unbalanced in this way, 
especially where the purpose is to push a 
particular argument or course of action.

2.1 Make connections between ideas 
Create space in the timetable to look at  
sustainability in cross-subject ways, integrating  
these with extra curricular and out-of-classroom 
activities, and how the school is managed.  
This enables young people to appreciate  
connections between issues and develop  
their understanding.

In complementary studies of 15 UK primary and 
secondary schools over three years, Ofsted (2009) 
and Gayford (2009) found that, in the most successful 
schools, sustainability was an integral element of a 
well-planned curriculum alongside special events 
and activities, and was experienced both within and 
outside the classroom. In these schools, Ofsted found 
instances of enhanced attitudes to learning, better 
behaviour and attendance, and improved standards. 
See also, Porritt et al., (2009); Percy-Smith (2009); 
Posch (1999).

Bringing young people’s 
learning experiences together 

“ Sustainable development will not just be a subject 
in the classroom: it will be in its bricks and mortar 
and the way the school uses, and even generates, its 
own power. Our students won’t just be told about 
sustainable development, they will see and work 
within it: a living, learning place in which to explore 
what a sustainable lifestyle means.”

Prime Minister Tony Blair (2004) quoted  
on Teachernet

2
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2.2 See the school and community as 
learning resources
Involve young people in monitoring and improving the 
school and community’s use of energy and resources. 
This enhances their learning about living more 
sustainably and efficiently, and about the connections 
between environmental quality and well-being.

In the Ofsted (2009) and Gayford (2009) study 
schools, students and staff took responsibility 
for improving the sustainability of the school, 
for example, through monitoring and reducing 
electricity and water usage, auditing and planning 
sustainable transport to and from school, making 
improvements to the school’s grounds and habitats, 
and growing food for the school kitchen. In these 
schools, the involvement of all students and staff 
resulted in the embedding of sustainability within 
the culture of the school. For example, the young 
people in Gayford’s study were able to explain their 
learning about sustainability in terms of healthy 
lifestyle, saving energy, and recycling, and were able 
to relate this to their personal actions and sense of 
responsibility. See also, Ofsted (2008). 

2.3 Value the natural and cultural worlds 
Give young people active experience of the  
wider world, integrating this into school based 
learning. This is motivating and contributes  
directly to their health and well-being, and to 
their strong sense of place in relation to the local 
community and environment.

There is a large body of research that illustrates 
the importance of environmental experience 
and contact with nature in childhood to promote 
children’s physical and mental health and well-
being. See, for example, SDC (2009); Frumkin 
(2001); Faber Taylor and Kuo (2006); Louv 
(2004); Chawla and Flanders Cushing (2007a). 
Research for the Department for Children, 
Schools and Families into school based actions 
to promote community cohesion (Dyson and 
Gallanaugh, 2008) found evidence to show that 
a variety of school-community activity resulted 
in improvements to young people’s knowledge 
of and attitudes towards diversity, as well as to 
their understandings of their own cultures and 
backgrounds. In the USA, Duffin et al. (2004) found 

that educational programmes relating to the local 
community and environment improved young 
people’s attachment to place, civic engagement, 
and environmental stewardship. 

But be wary of thinking that much of 
this will be achieved without significant 
teacher professional development. 

Research across 56 schools for the National 
College (Porritt et al., 2009), found that a 
commitment to staff development supports  
a sustainable schools approach; they also 
found benefits in involving as many staff 
and teams as possible in sustainable school 
leadership. Similarly, an Ofsted study (2009) 
recommends appropriate staff training and 
support so that all teachers understand how  
to make a school sustainable. 
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3.1 Be positive, and give young people 
hope for the future 
Participating in constructive, meaningful activities helps 
young people see the point of getting involved, aids their 
understanding of what they can do themselves and 
when collaborative social action is needed.

Hicks and Holden’s (2007) research into young 
people’s views of the future, found strong 
evidence that, regardless of age, the environment 
is a consistent theme in their concerns about 
the future and that providing collaborative, 
positive and supportive learning environments 
is vital in helping students to raise and deal with 
their concerns. This research also shows that 
enabling young people to develop a sense of 
agency through involvement in collaborative and 
constructive action helps young people engage 
in their learning and feel more hopeful; this is 
similarly demonstrated in the Cambridge Primary 
Review (Alexander, 2009), and in research by 
Chawla and Flanders Cushing (2007b). 

3.2 Listen to youth voice and take account 
of young people’s environmental and 
community perspectives 
If you provide opportunities for young people to 
discuss and respond to significant issues that are 
important to them, this will help the acquisition of 
confidence and skills (both social and analytical) to 
support active citizenship.

Research for the Children’s Society (Layard and 
Dunn, 2009), for the ESRC (Barratt Hacking et 
al., 2006), and by Thomas and Thomson (2004) 

found strong evidence that young people care 
about the quality of their local communities and 
environments, e.g. in relation to habitats, safe 
places to play and socialise, crime, vandalism and 
traffic dangers. This research base also shows that 
young people want to have a voice and contribute 
to local improvement yet they perceive few 
opportunities to do so. Research in two English 
urban areas found clear evidence that schools 
can provide a valuable forum for young people 
to voice their local aspirations and contribute to 
sustainable community development. Through 
such processes, the young people developed 
confidence and self esteem and a range of 
leadership, participation and decision making  
skills (Barratt and Barratt Hacking (2008) and 
Barratt Hacking and Barratt (2009).

3.3 Involve all young people in thinking 
about and responding to issues 
When they are taken seriously, structures such as 
school councils and eco groups, and other curricular 
and extra curricular activities, provide all young 
people with practice in genuine participation and 
leadership, whilst making a positive contribution to 
school, community, and their own lives.

Research for the National College (Birney and 
Reed, 2009) and the ESRC (Percy-Smith, 2009) 
provides strong evidence that involving young 
people in discussions, decision-making and 
action to do with how the school and community 
responds to sustainability, provides a firm 
foundation for their future social participation and 

Developing young people’s 
participation

“ We want to have a say in how our world is run,  
to make people aware of… what is going on in  
our world and how they can help us to change  
it… we want children to grow up respecting their 
community and each other.”

Year 8 student, Kingsfield School, South 
Gloucestershire; research data in Barratt  
Hacking et al. (2006)
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leadership, and results in improved behaviour. 
Ofsted (2010) found benefits arising from young 
people’s involvement in student committees, 
school parliaments, school councils, and green 
teams, reporting high levels of achievement and 
engagement from students beyond those most 
involved. See also Keating et al. (2009). Similarly, 
Gayford (2009) reports that young people of all 
ages generally considered the school council 
to be a good thing as it provided opportunities 
for involvement in decision-making within the 
school, particularly where students control 
meetings, disseminate outcomes, and take 
action. In USA research focusing on practitioners’ 
experience of working with young people on 
environmental action, Schusler et al. (2009), found 
evidence that environmental action builds young 
people’s capabilities for further participation and 
contributes to both personal and community 
transformation. See also, Harris (2009). 

But be wary of painting too gloomy a 
picture for young people; the feelings  
of hopelessness that this can engender  
will not help people play an active,  
positive role.

Hicks and Holden (2007) found that young 
people become increasingly worried and/
or disinterested when schools place too 
much emphasis on problems. Research for 
the Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 
2009: 198), noted that “pessimism turned 
to hope when [people] felt that they had 
the power to act. … the children who were 
most confident that climate change need not 
overwhelm them were those whose schools 
had decided to replace unfocused fear by 
factual information and practical strategies for 
energy reduction and sustainability”.

4.1 Take young people’s aspirations seriously
When planning programmes, taking their 
community knowledge and their desire for a better 
local quality of life into account enables young 
people to see the value of school.

In research for the EU involving primary schools in 
three European countries, Shallcross et al. (2007) 
found evidence that when environment-related 
work involves issues of direct interest to young 
people, such as the school physical environment, 
it helps them engage in their learning. Research 

for the Economic and Social Science Research 
Council (Barratt Hacking et al., 2006; Barratt 
Hacking and Barratt, 2009) in secondary schools in 
two contrasting urban environments in England 
found that when schools play a role in community 
development, and when they incorporate students’ 
everyday experience and local community 
concerns within the curriculum, young people’s 
engagement, motivation and learning are 
enhanced. See also, Spencer and Woolley (2000); 
Thomas and Thompson (2004); SDC (2009).

Contributing to school, 
community and family life

“ At the beginning I thought it was all about recycling 
and saving energy. Now I can understand how the 
parts fit together and have an impact upon society 
locally, nationally and globally. The best part is that 
the pupils and I are learning together, we’ve made 
mistakes and sometimes we turn into cul-de-sacs, 
but because of that we have an even better holistic 
understanding.”

School leader, quoted in Birney & Reed (2009)



8 Evidence of Impact of Sustainable Schools

4.2 Let young people work with community 
groups in and out of school
Working on real world activities and taking action 
to resolve issues, makes educational experience 
meaningful and motivating, and enhances learning. 
This supports strong home-school and community-
school relationships, and help young people develop 
social and cultural identity, a sense of place, and 
pride in school and community.

In a report on Citizenship in English Schools, 
2006 to 2009, Ofsted (2010) cite multiple 
examples where young people’s participation 
in community related issues resulted in learning 
benefits including understanding local issues, the 
democratic processes needed to resolve them, 
and developing team and leadership skills. In 
large-scale research into citizenship education 
in England, Keating et al. (2009) found similar 
benefits including how community based activities 
extended and reinforced learning in the classroom. 
Ofsted also found evidence of genuine benefits for 
the community, for example, local environment 
regeneration and improved community facilities. 
International research shows that experiential 
learning with community organisations, for 
example on conservation projects, can impact 
positively on young people’s engagement 
and learning, including improvements in 
environmental behaviour, community awareness, 
and relationships between community members, 
young people and schools. See, for example, 
Schneller (2008); Bogner (1999); Powers (2004).

4.3 Involve young people in outdoor learning
Taking part in activities, e.g. gardening, growing 
food, and conservation, in and around the school 
enables young people to see the interconnections 
between healthy eating and lifestyles, environmental 
quality, and well-being. It can also prepare young 
people for their future economic contribution 
including work in the green economy.

In research for Farming and Countryside 
Education, Malone (2008) found strong evidence 
from across the world that when young people 
engage in explorative play and experiential 
learning activities in school grounds, local 

community settings and further afield, their lives 
can be changed positively, with improvements 
in attention and achievement, physical and 
mental health, social interaction and personal 
concept/esteem. Malone also found that outdoor 
learning enhanced young people’s environmental 
responsibility and their resilience to changes  
in their environment. International research by 
Bell and Dyment (2008) and Blair (2009) provides 
strong evidence to show that activities in school 
grounds including gardening, habitat restoration, 
tree planting, etc. contribute to young people’s 
learning, environmental awareness, social 
behaviour, and relationships. This research further 
shows that, if grounds are designed and used 
with a view to improving the quality of children’s 
play and learning experiences, benefits accrue 
for young people’s physical, mental, social and 
spiritual well-being therefore contributing to 
healthy schools initiatives. 

But be wary of using young people to try 
to change what is seen as bad practice, 
as this can lead to them being caught 
between conflicting school and parental/
community values. 

Gayford (2009) found the greatest gains 
where there was close agreement about 
learning for sustainability between the 
school and young people’s families. There 
is conflicting evidence, however, about 
whether and how the transfer of learning 
on sustainability (including that related to 
lifestyles and behaviours) between school 
and home takes place. See, for example, 
Duvall and Zint (2007); Uzzell (1994; 1999). 
The research evidence suggests strategies 
to reduce the potential for school-family 
tensions where there is disagreement, for 
example, well-developed partnerships 
between parents, schools and communities 
(Uzzell, 1999).
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5.1 Let young people see that the school 
takes sustainability seriously 
If you do this in relation to what you teach, how you 
operate, and how you work with others this will help 
young people engage with sustainability themselves, 
both as an idea and in practical ways.

In Gayford’s (2009) research, students wanted  
their school to demonstrate to them that 
sustainability is something that it values, and 
Birney and Reed (2009) found that if sustainability 
is at the heart of everything a school does, from  
its ethos to its teaching and its day-to-day 
planning, young people are able to develop the 
knowledge, skills and understandings needed to 
contribute to achieving a sustainable society. In 
North America, Higgs and McMillan’s in-depth 
study (2006) of four diverse schools, successfully 
developing sustainability education, showed that 
addressing sustainability through individual staff 
and teacher role models, school facilities and 
operations, participatory school governance,  
and school culture, promoted both learning  
about sustainability, and the adoption of 
sustainable behaviours. See also, Chawla  
and Flanders Cushing (2007b).

5.2 Involve young people in developing 
and modelling sustainable school practices
If young people are engaged with sustainable  
school management e.g. travel plans, community 
gardening or energy efficiency, they will learn  
about sustainability practices, and increase 
their familiarity with the wide range of career 
opportunities in this field.

Percy-Smith’s (2009) research in six schools 
with an interest in sustainability demonstrates 
that practical and experiential learning, such as 
active engagement in the school garden, enables 
young people to act on their learning in respect 
of sustainable lifestyles. The study shows that 
developing sustainability as a cultural practice 
rather than simply a set of skills and knowledge, 
and enabling young people to be ‘actors of 
change’ as well as learners, has greatest impact 
on learning. Gayford (2009) found that where 
students were involved in monitoring, recording 
and reporting the effectiveness of the measures 
taken to improve sustainability within the school, 
or in planning changes in the school or local 
community, there were valuable educational 
outcomes, social networking, and increased 
student motivation. See also Uzzell et al. (1994); 
Uzzell (1999); Ofsted (2010).

Modelling sustainability 
practices, thinking and planning

“ We have a duty as educators and adults to  
educate young people about sustainable living  
and the best way to do this is by the demonstration  
of good practice.”

Extended Schools Project Coordinator,  
Weobley High School, quoted in DFES (2006)

5
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5.3 Be honest and encourage an open, 
questioning approach 
Giving young people different perspectives on issues 
and information about uncertainties helps them 
appreciate the complexity of sustainability, the role 
that values play in making decisions about what to 
do, and the importance of learning.

A recent Ofsted (2010) report on Citizenship 
described work carried out by Year 5 students  
who explored how their school recycles, reduces 
waste and reuses materials as ‘outstanding’.  
The students discussed both positive and 
negative consequences of particular approaches 
to sustainability, grappled with complex questions 
such as whether recycling necessarily reduced 
consumption and the impact that re-using may 
have on the manufacturing economy. Research 
reported in Rickinson et al. (2009), brings learners 
and their experiences to the fore, and illustrates 
how skilled teaching can build on young people’s 
own views and interests in order to enhance 
understanding, and Percy-Smith (2009) reported 
that by using action based forms of learning 
young people were able to examine issues more 
effectively, understand the complexities of their 
real world contexts, and consequently develop 
effective intervention strategies.

But be wary of preaching. Young people  
say this is counter-productive, so be honest 
and open-minded when exploring issues. 

Gayford (2009) found clear evidence from 
young people that telling them what to  
think and do about environmental issues  
is not effective. This and other studies 
demonstrate that using active, participatory 
and collaborative learning approaches  
helps young people to enjoy and achieve, 
and enables the transfer of learning to 
everyday life. 
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