Environmental Action Proiects: What, Why, How... What are Environmental Action Proiects?

Environmental action projects are projects that:

· Involve those activities through which students work to tackle an environmental problem or issue, or to improve their immediate environment.

· May be relatively simple-e.g., starting a campaign to keep the school clean, or complex-e.g., involving a neighbourhood community in a garbage management project.

· May be undertaken within the formal curricular framework, or as an extra or co-curricular activity.

Why Action Proiects? Action projects:

· Provide a valuable opportunity to channelize the youthful energy of students, and their natural urge to understand, debate and solve important real-life issues.

· Involve activities in the real world. Students deal with real situations and people rather than textbooks, ensuring a relevant educational experience.

· May be connected to the curriculum to provide students a chance to discover the interdisciplinary linkages. They help build an understanding of place, time, change and relationships in real phenomena and situations.

· Build important skills that apply to all aspects of life, that are difficult to acquire from textbooks, such as listening, talking, discussing, analysing, and communicating, identifying problems as well as solutions. Most important, students learn to plan and take corrective action. Creative and critical thinking, problem solving, decision-making, team work, negotiation and conflict resolution are built into the experience.

· Stress cooperation and team work, which helps cater to different levels and abilities of students, providing opportunities for each to contribute their strengths and develop leadership skills and cooperative learning.

· Help students develop self-reliance and responsibility, and understand the importance of planning and systematic organization of work plans.

· Empower students. The opportunity to take part in a process with tangible results provides them a sense of control over issues in their own lives, a better understanding of the multiple dimensions of issues, and a confidence that they are able to make a positive difference.

· Help create role models. Students who have participated in such projects set examples for what could be accomplished. The students' enthusiasm and experiences are passed on to others who may also be inspired to take on such endeavours.

How are Action Proiects Done?

Good planning increases the chances of success of any project. The planning process itself is a valuable educational experience for the students. Wherever possible, it is important that students be involved in this process right from the beginning, including the critical decision on what project to take up, thereby creating a sense of ownership and active involvement from the start.

Selecting a Project

· The first step requires the teacher to make a list of possible projects. Remember, an action project need not always address a problem or an issue. Environmental improvement activities such as creating nesting sites or flower gardens are equally productive projects, as they help students acquire important skills such as planning, observation and systematic implementation. They also exhibit visible results which serve to encourage the students involved and attract the attention and interest of other students.

· Options for action projects are then presented to the students. For example, in.a particular year the options may include greening the school ground, stopping water waste in school, or garbage management in school.

· Students may discuss the possibilities and collectively decide which project interests them. While the students' interest in the project is important, it may be necessary (for the teacher) to guide the discussion in terms of the limiting factors which may determine the feasibility of the project, such as availability of time, ability of students to perform the tasks involved, other resources​ financial, material and human-required for the activities, etc.

· Discuss and choose a project in the light of the following guidelines which may help narrow down the choices and lead to a decision.

Practical Aspects

Support

Will the project have the support of the school authorities and/or the relevant local authorities or community leaders? Determine this factor before placing the options before the students. Students may be very demoralized if, after having detailed the action plan, they discover that the authorities are not willing to give the necessary permission or lend support.

Clear Focus

Is the project focused? Are the goals and objectives clear? In this situation, there is a strong tendency to take on too much, which may lead to a great deal of activity, but very little in terms of concrete results. Help students clarify the objectives of the project, and focus on "do-able" tasks.

Time

Is it possible to complete the project within the time frame available-e.g. a school year, one academic term, 30 classroom periods, etc. It is always useful to allot some extra time, as projects are rarely completed within the stipulated time frame.

Complexity

Does the project involve a variety of issues, resources, inputs and actors? A very complicated project is difficult to complete. If students are keen to take on a large project, try to identify the most feasible aspects of the project and initiate activities accordingly.

Results

As students will naturally want to see outcomes of their activity, determine whether the project will demonstrate some concrete results within the planned time frame. It should be kept in view that some projects, though very exciting, may not show obvious results, which may cause feelings of disappointment or frustration among students.

Dependence on Other Resources

Some projects may require additional financial or human resources or information. Determine whether these will be available before deciding on a project.

Educational Aspects

· Does the project integrate an educational process that involves and encourages experimentation, interest, choice, a sense of anticipation and, of course, activity on the part of students?

· Will the project lead to creating a greater awareness among students about their environment and its diverse aspects? Does it involve students in undertaking activities which require exploring beyond classrooms and textbooks, and considering the broader context of their surroundings and the roles of different people?

· Will the project help to develop important skills through which they would be able to find out more about their world? Two kinds of skills should be considered: thinking or processing skills, which relate to how we use our minds to work out issues. For example, will the project involve students in observing, comparing, measuring, classifying, and inferring from records and interpreting data? Practical skills involve students in handling materials, finding out how they behave and what they can do.

· Will involvement in the project ultimately lead to change in attitudes among the students? For example, would the process help to create a sense of respect for all living things, a feeling of mutual respect for each other and, above all, a sense of responsibility as well as confidence in the students' own ability to be able to "make a difference"?

· Is the project conducive to group work, and will it serve to enhance team spirit? It is important that all the students involved are provided ample opportunity to participate actively as this would teach the value of cooperation, patience and mutual understanding.

· Could the process, as well as the learnings from the project, be used to link, highlight or reinforce the contents of the curriculum?

Environmental Aspects

· Is the project likely to make a positive impact on the environment? Would the students and others be able to perceive a positive difference as an outcome of the project?

· Does the project address a real issue? Students should carry out an initial survey which would help them to decide priority issues. For example, a school which already has a well-tended garden/grounds may not need to take up a greening project; a school in which the majority of the students walk or use public transportation would not find practical use for a campaign against private vehicles.

Developing an Action Plan

Once students have selected the project, they should develop an action plan for carrying it out. One idea would be to begin with the question: "What do we hope to achieve by pursuing this project?"

And to work backwards through possible steps that would help to reach the objective. This must be incorporated into the time frame assigned for the project. For example, if the project is to be completed by the end of the school year in March, the students could plan a calendar of activities working backwards to the start of the academic year in June-July. Or if the students have 30 weeks for example, they could plan the activities from week 1 to week 30. They must, with the assistance of the teacher, plan the tasks to be carried out at each stage and identify who will be responsible for what and when. The class could work in four or five groups, each group having a specified set of tasks to perform.

It is important to tell the students that things may not go precisely as planned, thus the plan must be designed with enough in-built flexibility to absorb or accommodate unexpected developments. Students could also list the other resources required to carry out the project and begin to identify possible sources. For example, if a tree plantation project is planned, they should identify where to obtain saplings, e.g., forest department, private nursery, etc. If they plan to make feeding trays and nesting homes for birds, they need the help of the school workshop or a carpenter, while they may need to enlist the cooperation of the municipal authorities for a garbage management project. If they require funds for carrying out the project, they could list possible sources, e.g., contribution from school or students, corporate sponsorship, etc.

They may also think of ways they could inform the rest of the school or community about the project, and encourage them to follow its progress. This could be accomplished through announcements at the assembly, creating a notice board for the project, organizing community meetings, etc. Spread of information about the project on a wider scale is important, especially if at some stage the project would require involvement of other members of the school or community, as well as to create a climate of support for the project.

Once the project has been put into action, the action plan developed by the students would help them monitor the progress and verify that the project is proceeding as planned-in terms of objectives to be achieved and the time schedule. Necessary modifications could be made after taking stock of the situation at each stage.

Monitoring the Progress

Besides the importance of being able to show what the project has achieved, it is also recommended

to maintain a record of the progress of the project, not only for the group involved, but also to serve as a guide for other groups taking up similar projects. It would be beneficial if students kept a record, individually or in groups, of the progress of the project, including weekly activities, setbacks if any, and unexpected findings or experiences. Their own reactions and feelings about the activities, e.g. if the groups disagreed on a point, if an activity did not have full cooperation of the group, etc., would also be useful. If it is a project such as greening, they could record observations about the progress of the plantation-for example, how many days after sowing did the first sprouts appear; how many centimetres of growth of a sapling in one month, etc.

Assessing the Project

As the project nears completion, it is important for the students to assess the project. They could

discuss how successfully or otherwise the project accomplished the objectives stated at the outset. They could also conduct surveys to determine how others in the school and community perceived and assessed the project. Analysing which aspects of the project worked well and which of them did not as well as determining reasons for both would be a very useful exercise. They need to consider what changes or improvements they would suggest to another group of students who may decide to take up a similar project. It is also important for the students to assess the impact of the project on themselves. Students should be encouraged to discuss their own experiences and feelings during the course of the project. What did they learn from the project, not just in terms of information, but in terms of skills, interpersonal relations, communication, personal attitudes, and impact on their own behaviour, and those with

whom they interacted during the project. What did they like most, and least, about the experience? Would they like to take up an action project again? If so, what would they do differently? Above all, they need to think about how the project initiated by them could be sustained-for example how could they ensure that the trees planted by them continue to be nurtured or how their achievement of a "clean school" would endure.

Laying the Foundation for Lifelong Learning

Initiated in a climate of participation, and appropriately planned and systematically carried out, environmental action projects could have a high success rate. The outcomes of such projects are

much wider and deeper than achievement of the short-term objectives-e.g. planting and growing 50 trees; identifying leaking taps to be repaired/shut; ensuring that all biodegradable school waste is deposited into a compost pit, etc. Involvement in the first-hand, real experiences of projects offers students an opportunity to learn in, from and through the environment. This can plant the seeds of a responsible attitude towards the environment and a sense of personal responsibility for a better future; and above all, create the confidence in students that they can make a difference.

