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Chapter 23

A history of environmental education and youth 
participation in the Netherlands

Rebekah Tauritz and Arjen Wals

In this chapter we provide a history of youth participation in the Netherlands in 
the context of environmental education and education for sustainability.64 We 
frame this participation both historically and politically by positioning youth 
participation along two continuums: the participation continuum and the self-
determination continuum. The former provides an indication as to what extent 
Dutch youth throughout history were provided space for genuine participation, 
while the latter refers to the amount of self-determination afforded to young people 
in setting their own goals and objectives. To illustrate this, we position different 
Dutch environmental education and education for sustainability projects along 
these continuums. The Dutch perspective provided here is in some ways unique, 
but at the same time may resonate with readers from other parts of the world.

Dutch environmental education in a nutshell

Presently two interdependent streams of education co-exist within the 
Netherlands: environmental education and learning for sustainable development. 
The latter can be seen as the Dutch version of the more internationally used term 
‘education for sustainable development’. In the Netherlands, the phrase ‘natuur- en 
milieueducatie’, literally nature and environmental education, is used to describe 
what in most parts of the world is called environmental education. This anomaly 
is not coincidental but reflects a rich history of this field which was born out 
of nature conservation and which was supplemented in the early seventies by a 
cousin with a focus on changing environmental behaviour. So, even though the 
hybrid name of nature and environmental education suggests one unified field, it 
is more accurate to speak of two streams, a green stream and a grey stream. The 
first refers to a focus on appreciation of, and knowledge about, nature. The latter 

64 This chapter builds upon Chapter 3 from Part One: Principles in which Wals and Jickling presented 
a framework/heuristic for understanding youth participation in sustainable development (Wals and 
Jickling, this volume). The framework showed four quadrants depicting different shades or grades of 
youth participation on a continuum ranging from highly instrumental (i.e. where young people have 
little influence in determining the nature and purpose of their participation) to highly emancipatory 
(i.e. where young people have space to exercise high levels of autonomy and self-determination in 
both the sustainability challenge they wish to address and in the way they go about addressing it).
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refers to a focus on environmental problems and changing peoples’ behaviour. In 
this introductory section, we will briefly sketch the history of nature conservation 
education, nature and environmental education, and learning for sustainability.

Nature and conservation education

Dutch nature and environmental education has its roots in nature, conservation 
education as it emerged about a century ago. Two concerns triggered this 
emergence: increased urbanisation which led to a loss of connectivity to the land 
among those growing up and living in the city, and the rapid expansion of these 
cities resulting in a need for peripheral areas to be set aside for the dumping of 
household waste in landfills. The latter led to a loss of pristine and fragile natural 
areas located just outside the city. There were two key responses to these trends. 
Local governments of some of the biggest cities, such as The Hague, Amsterdam 
and Rotterdam, created facilities for reconnecting citizens, particularly young 
children, to the land, not by taking them outside the boundaries of the city, but by 
building city farms and supporting the creation of school- and children’s gardens 
within the city. The principle aims of these facilities and their affiliated educational 
programs included giving urban citizens a sense of where their food comes from, 
of introducing them to the functioning of the natural world, and developing in 
them an appreciation for plants and animals. The second response came from 
an elite of concerned, well-educated and visionary citizens who used a pristine 
lake, the Naardermeer, near Amsterdam as a launching pad for a strong nature 
conservation movement that led to the creation of a national foundation for 
the protection of nature in 1905 called Natuurmonumenten. Over the years the 
foundation has managed to buy a range of natural areas across the country, with 
the aim of protecting them and opening them up to the public in responsible and 
educational ways. Most of these nature preserves have educational visitor centres. 
A few years earlier, in 1899, the Dutch National Forest Service, Staatsbosbeheer, 
was founded with the aim of managing the national forests and planting new ones. 
In 1928, nature conservation became the Service’s second official task. The Forest 
Service began setting aside land for nature conservation purposes and creating 
visitor centres and a variety of environmental education programs. The prime aim 
of these national organisations is the protection of nature; promotion of ecological 
and environmental awareness; and the creation of a strong, societal support base 
for nature conservation through education of school children and visitors, training 
of guides and interpreters, and public campaigning.

The emergence of environmental education

The focus of environmental education shifted from ‘green’ to ‘grey’ in the sixties/
early seventies of the 20th century. Highly influential works such as Rachel Carson’s 
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Silent Spring (Carson 1962) and the Report ‘Limits to Growth’ of the Club of Rome, 
as well as international meetings such as the United Nations meeting on the Human 
Environment held in Stockholm in 1972 (United Nations 1972), combined with the 
tangible evidence of the consequences of environmental pollution, such as toxic 
lakes, acid rain, and airborne lung diseases, triggered a wave of environmentalism 
and environmental activism (Wals 2003). This environmental tsunami resulted 
not only in much needed environmental legislation, but also in the birth of a 
form of environmental education that did not focus so much on reconnecting 
with nature or developing ecological awareness, but rather on changing people’s 
environmental behaviour by emphasising waste reduction, recycling, and energy 
efficiency. The sense of urgency created by the looming environmental crisis 
seemed to demand and justify such a focus. New organisations were formed 
that had a strong environmental focus and considered environmental education, 
communication, and advocacy to be important components of their mission. 
They include Milieudefensie, Stichting Reinwater, Greenpeace, Stichting Natuur 
& Milieu. Some, like Stichting Milieu-educatie (SME), made environmental 
education their core business. So-called green organisations such as the 
Association for Environmental Education (IVN) that focused primarily on nature 
conservation education continue to emphasise the green side of environmental 
education and, at times, find themselves at odds with their new greyer cousins. 
At the Dutch policy level, landmark international conferences on environmental 
education organised by UNEP and UNESCO in Belgrade in 1976 and Tbilisi in 
1978 (UNESCO 1978) were influential in broadening the scope of environmental 
education to include issues that are today referred to as sustainability issues. These 
challenges include reducing poverty, addressing inequity, and recognising the 
global aspects of local issues.

With this sense of urgency in the 1970s and 1980s – enhanced by an increase in 
media attention and the powerful television images of smoke stacks, dead fish, 
Chernobyl, dying trees, and Greenpeace activism entering households almost 
on a daily basis – came a call for integrating environmental issues in the school 
curricula. Many of the environmental education programs and activities focused 
on raising awareness with regard to a particular environmental behaviour, like 
focusing on water quality monitoring, air quality, energy efficiency, or waste 
management. The activities and programs focused on the science behind the 
environmental issues (knowledge and understanding), sought to create positive 
environmental awareness and attitudes, and suggested alternative behaviours. 
During those years, environmental education in the Netherlands, not unlike in 
countries elsewhere, was informed by insights from behaviourist socio-psychology 
that assumed a more or less linear causality between environmental awareness and 
environmental behaviour (Fishbein and Azjen 1980). It was not until the 1980s and 
1990s that it sunk in that there was no such linearity and causality and that people’s 
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environmental behaviours were far too complex and contextual to be captured by 
a simple causal model (e.g. Ester and Schluchter 1996). The focus on behavioural 
change was also challenged by Dutch pedagogues and civil servants within the 
Ministry of Education. They argued that formal education should, above all, be 
formative and focus on the kind of capacity building and critical thinking that 
will allow young people to understand what is going on in society, to ask critical 
questions, and to determine for themselves what needs to be done. Today, this is 
often referred to as developing competent learners and ‘good’ citizens. The idea 
of influencing children’s and youth’s environmental behaviour in a predetermined 
way, they maintained, contradicts the very foundation of education and borders 
on indoctrination. Where environmental education about the environment and 
in the environment was not seen as problematic, environmental education for 
the environment was to some extent contested, especially when those outside the 
school community (e.g. environmentalists and policy-makers of ministries other 
than the Ministry of Education) were seen as determining what was good for the 
environment and how people should live their lives.

The third wave: learning for sustainability

Learning for sustainability is not so much rooted in local contexts and traditions, 
but can rather be seen as a result of international policy agreements and new 
forms of governance that emphasise citizen involvement in envisioning and 
decision-making. As is the case in many countries around the world, learning 
for sustainability or, for that matter education for sustainable development, has 
its roots in Earth summits such as United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development (UNCED) (Brazil 1992) and UNCED Plus Ten (South Africa 
2002) and international documents and support structures such as Local Agenda 
21 (United Nations 1992) and the current Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development (DESD 2005-2014). The history of this emerging field is thus far 
shorter and spans just over a decade.

The current emphasis on sustainability and sustainable development, which 
stresses the link between the environmental and the socio-cultural; between the 
local and the global; the past, present, and future; and the human and the non-
human, has affected environmental education in the Netherlands in different 
ways. Some organisations were hardly affected at all as they felt that there was 
nothing new about this focus; environmental education as they interpreted it had 
always dealt with these kinds of linkages. Others were not affected for a different 
reason. They intentionally stuck with a focus on reconnecting people with their 
environment and with nature, addressing more traditional environmental issues. 
This they considered their core business, their mission, and this is what they were 
good at. Both groups displayed reservations about jumping on the education for 
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sustainable development (ESD) bandwagon and, indeed, chose not to, or did so 
only for pragmatic reasons such as to secure funding. The shift in policy also 
generated a new dynamic in the sense that groups that were traditionally not a 
part of the environmental education movement, but focused on issues related to 
health, peace, and development, started to interact with environmental education 
organisations and networks and in some cases developed joint programs and 
activities.

A recent history of children’s participation in the 
Netherlands 

In recent years the Dutch pedagogue Micha de Winter (1995) defined children’s 
participation as the opportunities for active involvement of children and youth 
with regard to decision-making processes concerning their direct environment. 
We begin our very short walk through recent history of children’s participation in 
the early 20th century with the founding of the Workplace Children’s Community 
school in 1926 by the Dutch educational reformer Kees Boeke (1884-1966). Boeke 
and his wife desired the establishment of a safe, just, and tolerant society which 
they believed depended on children being educated to become confident adults, 
respectful toward their environment and other people. Central concepts to this 
school community, that continue to flourish today, are teachers and students co-
operating as equal partners, active involvement, and initiatives that contribute to 
common goals.

During the period between World War I and World War II (1918-1939), young 
people in Western Europe experienced a growing dissatisfaction with society 
as governed by adults. The desire of young people to organise themselves 
independently resulted in the unfolding of the youth movement. Characteristic 
of youth associations established at this time were a sober lifestyle, rejection 
of alcohol, anti-militarism, free social interaction between boys and girls, and 
venturing into natural areas, as far away from civil society as possible. One such 
organisation is the Dutch Youth Society for the Study of Nature (NJN), which was 
founded in 1920 by and for youth. NJN worked, and still works, on a completely 
democratic basis. All members are involved in the decision-making process. NJN 
is a non-religious and non-ethnic organisation in which the members’ love for 
nature is their common denominator. In the early history of the youth nature study 
movement, NJN also had its more religious counterparts such as the Christian 
Youth Society for the Study of Nature (CJN).

In the decades that followed, the goal of many participation projects shifted toward 
providing children with more opportunities for self-realisation and the prevention 
of such youth problems as early school drop-out and related criminality. Martinus 
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Langeveld, a professor of pedagogy affiliated with Utrecht University between 
1939 and 1972, has been particularly influential in re-orienting education towards 
self-realisation. The goal of education as he saw it was to help children become 
mature and independent by setting clear boundaries within which the child 
gradually learns to take more responsibility for his or her own actions, becoming 
more self-determined, and self-responsible.

With the adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC or CRC) in 1989, the active involvement of children in the 
international community became a fundamental human right (De Winter 1995). 
This international convention, ratified by the Dutch government in 1995, defines 
the civil, political, economic, social, and cultural rights of children. Agenda 21, 
the United Nations program of action that came out of the Rio Earth Summit in 
1992, emphasises the role of youth and children in sustainable development and 
education as a means of implementing sustainable lifestyles.

A cautious tendency emerged during the last decade of the 20th century toward 
taking a more positive approach to children’s participation – one in which their 
qualities and abilities, rather than their difficulties and deficiencies, became 
the focal point. Children and youth were increasingly seen as fellow citizens 
whose roles in society were to be stimulated and valued for their constructive 
contribution. This pattern seems to be continuing into the 21st century. In 2007, the 
Netherlands Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO) responded to a request 
from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science by publishing its 
perspective on the relationship between learning for sustainability and education. 
One conclusion drawn in the report is that sustainable development is impossible 
without the engagement and participation of citizens, including children. This 
conclusion corresponds with a view generally held by the Dutch government that 
children have their own unique place in society and need to be educated with 
attention to their role as world citizens and the critical choices they make, and will 
be required to make in the future, in relation to sustainability issues.

Present-day examples of youth participation in 
sustainability

Today, there are hundreds of projects and programs in both formal and non-
formal education that seek to involve Dutch youth in sustainability issues. These 
programs can be found at various locations along the continuum described by Wals 
and Jickling in Chapter 3 of this volume; some are quite instrumental in nature, 
design, and purpose; others are highly emancipatory, and some lie somewhere in 
between. Using the heuristic provided by Wals and Jickling (Figure 23.1), some 
are clearly located in quadrant I, some in quadrant II and others in quadrant IV. 
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We will briefly present one example from each of these quadrants: Nederland 
Schoon (Keep Holland Clean), quadrant I; Scholen voor Duurzaamheid (Schools 
for Sustainability), quadrant II; and Codename Future, quadrant IV.

The Keep Holland Clean Foundation

The Keep Holland Clean Foundation (Stichting Nederland Schoon) supports 
municipalities and schools in their fight against street litter. The foundation 
offers several educational programs which focus on four main strategies. The first 
involves informing the public about the negative aspects of littering. The second 
relates to the facilities needed to make proper garbage disposal easier, for example, 
by providing sufficient garbage cans and emptying them more frequently. Making 
people aware of their individual responsibility with regard to the proper disposal 
of their own garbage is the third strategy. The fourth involves encouraging the 
police to use their prerogative to fine people who litter. The foundation’s activities 
have a strong normative character. Jickling and Wals (2008, p. 11) refer to this 
as a ‘destination view’ of education. This ‘is both instrumental and deterministic 

Figure 23.1. Three exemplary Dutch youth-oriented environmental education 
projects positioned in a heuristic describing the type of participation (Jickling and 
Wals 2008, p. 9). 
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in that some segment of society decides what is best and it uses education as a 
tool to disseminate its conception of “best”’. In one of their programs, elementary 
and secondary schools can acquire a quality mark if their school building and its 
surroundings are kept very clean. This certification is called ‘The Clean School’ (De 
schone school). The children are called upon to actively participate and work with 
check lists and measuring instruments to ascertain the level of littering before 
and after the clean up. It is intended that the children continue to help maintain 
the school surroundings. The main aim is to make children aware of the issue of 
littering in the hope that this will positively influence their future behaviour. A 
second example involves the so-called ‘candy routes’ (snoeproutes). This refers to 
the routes which the children follow between their homes and their school, often 
leaving a trail of litter as they go. Hotspots are extra-polluted areas along these 
routes. They can usually be found one or two kilometres from places that sell 
snacks, candy, and fast food. The schools map these routes, with or without input 
from the children, and determine whether or not there are enough facilities for the 
disposal of garbage. Posters and other communication methods are used to inform 
the children and their community of the litter problem and their responsibility as 
individuals to do something about it. For a period of a few weeks, teachers and 
parents checking the routes give children who are caught littering a fine, repeating 
the process every so often. In due course, the educators hope to positively influence 
the children’s behaviour. This approach clearly involves a relatively meagre form 
of participation.

Schools for sustainability

The environmental education projects designed within the Dutch framework 
‘Schools for Sustainability’ (Scholen voor Duurzaamheid) fit into quadrant II. 
The lessons are designed for children in secondary schools and deal with current 
societal issues concerning sustainability. The students are confronted with a 
request from an actual actor, such as a city council, that asks them to develop 
ideas that could solve the problem. The design of the lessons is based on the 
Scottish Storyline approach to education (Bell et al. 2008; Letschert et al. 2006). 
This approach is defined by such elements as: the setting of the story (defining 
the actors, a place and a time); asking key questions (questions without a single 
correct answer); teacher-orchestrated critical incidents leading to a variety of 
learning activities; and, finally, an evaluation by teacher and students of what has 
been learned. In theory, the children participate in the creation of the story by, 
for example, constructing persona who will develop the solutions for the issues 
and organise the way in which they present their findings to the authority that 
commissioned their assignment. Educators hope that positive attitudes toward the 
environment will be developed through research, discussion, and debate (Bell et al. 
1994). Although children, especially younger children, often have the feeling that 
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they are in charge of their story, in fact, the teacher retains control over the main 
thread of the story and continues to gently steer them in a particular direction 
providing the children with, at the very least, a partially false sense of ownership. 
A concrete example of such a project is one on the topic of littering. The children 
are asked to design a task force assigned with the challenge of solving a local 
littering issue presented to them by the city council. Schools for Sustainability 
is highly supportive of this approach, and, indeed, the Storyline approach seems 
very promising for the involvement of youth in issues involving sustainable 
development. However, looking beyond the design of these projects, and focusing 
instead on the implementation, a more complicated picture emerges (Tauritz 
2008). Many teachers find it difficult to work with key questions and to suppress 
the desire to transfer their knowledge. It presents these teachers with the challenge 
of changing some of their core beliefs about teaching. The Storyline approach 
requires the teacher to guide the children in constructing their own version of 
reality. It is not until the end of the project that the students are supposed to 
compare their view with that of experts in the field. In this way it is hoped that the 
children will learn to look at the expert’s view with ‘educated eyes’.

Codename Future

The Dutch organisation Codename Future, founded in 1995, offers educational 
programs that fit into quadrant IV. Its goal is to teach children the competences 
needed to function in a democratic society, while at the same time placing emphasis 
on issues of sustainability. Children are seen as the experts of their generation and 
their life world is taken as the starting point of each program. The foundation’s 
educational programs are focused on the learning process instead of on specific 
content. Climate change, children’s rights, and the use of energy sources are 
examples of important societal issues central to their programs. The key concepts 
in the design of the learning materials are ‘participation’ and ‘action’; children 
are stimulated to demonstrate effort, independence, and social commitment. 
The children work with one of the themes and take a critical look at their own 
actions and in doing so personalise the sometimes abstract issues, enhance their 
knowledge, and come up with an action plan for changing the world in a positive 
direction. One example of their programs is called ‘Beautiful Neighbourhoods’ 
(prachtwijken) in which students develop plans to make their neighbourhood 
beautiful. It embodies the idea of harmonising people, planet and profit/prosperity 
(PPP). A beautiful neighbourhood integrates economic activity (profit/prosperity), 
acknowledges the wishes of the residents (people) and pays respect to nature and 
the environment (planet) now and in the future. The children research the topic 
and venture out into their neighbourhood to locate what they consider to be the 
beautiful and the undesirable places. They take pictures of these locations and 
develop plans to either secure the desired areas or to improve the less desirable 
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ones. They are supported by various experts. Schools can enter a contest to try and 
win prize money and support to actually fulfil the children’s plans.

Conclusion

The Dutch history of environmental education and youth participation provides 
a rich picture of the various interpretations and manifestations of environmental 
education and its younger cousin ‘learning for sustainable development’. The 
present policy framework for ‘learning for sustainable development’ appears to 
create space and actively supports more emancipatory approaches by emphasising 
multi-stakeholder participation in advancing sustainability in Dutch society. In 
fact, the framework intentionally does not spell out specific environmental or 
sustainability behaviours that educational projects or programs should foster but, 
instead, stresses the importance of getting people actively involved and allowing 
multiple voices, including marginalised ones, to be heard. It does not specifically 
mention children and youth as stakeholders, but assumes that they are considered 
to be stakeholders; and they certainly represent multiple, oftentimes marginalised, 
voices. The Dutch memorandum on Learning for Sustainable Development (Dutch 
Learning for Sustainability Program 2004) specifically identifies social learning – 
learning at the interface of different perspectives, backgrounds, stakes, norms, and 
values (Wals 2007) – as a key focal point. It is stated in the memorandum that 
‘learning arrangements’ need to be supported where stakeholders, citizens, and 
organisations are brought together in concrete situations and are stimulated to 
engage with one another in a collective learning process. Here, emphasis is placed 
on capacity building, agency, and creating space and structures that allow for the 
emergence of social learning. With this relatively new approach, new questions and 
uncertainties emerge among policy-makers: how do we assess whether providing 
such space and creating supportive structures is actually working? How do we 
know that all relevant voices are included and that we have indeed succeeded in 
identifying and bringing on board the marginalised ones, including those of young 
citizens? What kind of indicators should we use for this? At the same time we 
must recognise that much work that is being done in the name of environmental 
education. Learning for sustainable development happens within the context of 
formal education and is, therefore, bound by a whole range of more or less ‘fixed 
structures’, not least of which the school curriculum. One question here is how can 
we provide some space for self-determination and autonomous thinking within 
such structures? But also, and perhaps more fundamentally, how can schools and 
the curricula they teach be reoriented towards the communities they support and 
which support them? Such a reorientation might lead to a more dynamic curriculum 
that is conducive to ‘multi-stakeholder, intergenerational social learning’, more 
capable of responding to the existential needs of people and cultivating their 
collective abilities to creatively address current and future sustainability challenges.
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For Dutch environmental education organisations, reflection on the level and shape 
of the participation opportunities offered to the learners should have implications 
as well. Should they wish to create space for genuine participation by young 
people in searching for a more sustainable world, then it might prove valuable 
to be aware of the dimensions of participation as described by the heuristic and 
to consider the different roles young people might take on. These roles include 
environmental data-miners with clearly prescribed tasks, environmental reporters 
asking tough questions, and engineers designing their own learning process. It is 
these young engineers who identify and clarify their issues of concern; identify 
and consult relevant stakeholders and other sources of information; generate, 
execute, and evaluate their own plans of action; set their own criteria of success, 
etc. Each role requires a corresponding role on the part of both the educator and 
the environmental education organisation that wishes to promote and support 
environmental education.

Dutch environmental education, in all its forms, has come a long way. The 
challenge lies in the consolidating of ideas sprung from academic deliberation, 
the possibilities and barriers defined by international, national, and local policy, 
the creativity of developers of environmental education, the implementation by 
educators, and the actual participation of young people. Perhaps one could say 
that the biggest challenge is getting all involved to cooperate with each other.
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