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Abstract 
This article examines the eco-literacy of early youth, focusing on their consumption 
practices, everyday climate change activism, and performances of critical agency. By 
analyzing geosocial data from a recent study (Firinci Orman, 2024a), this piece 
underscores the significance of local contexts and relational understanding in climate 
education. It advocates for a pedagogical framework that emphasizes collective 
learning, creative expression, and place-based approaches to enhance climate literacy 
among young people. The findings support a participatory approach that empowers 
students to navigate the complexities of environmental challenges and cultivate eco-
literate citizenship. 
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Introduction 

As climate crises escalate, fostering universal climate literacy among youth is urgent. 

Informed, active global citizens are vital, especially as young people take on key roles 

in environmental advocacy. Consider a study participant who made deliberate lifestyle 

changes (see Firinci Orman, 2024a): reducing meat consumption despite limited vegan 

options and encouraging friends to follow suit. They also forwent products like 

deodorant, believing small changes could collectively drive significant environmental 

benefits. This example highlights how eco-literacy shapes personal choices, linking 

everyday actions to broader environmental concerns. 

Eco-literacy, as a broader term in this essay, encompasses the knowledge and 

skills necessary to engage with environmental issues and foster agency in addressing 

them (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020). It refers to understanding the 

underlying principles that govern ecosystems and responsibly applying this knowledge 

to build sustainable communities and societies (Capra, 1997), while climate literacy 

specifically involves understanding the climate system, climate change science, and 

solutions to inform decision-making and action. Together, they equip individuals with 

the awareness and expertise needed to contribute to global sustainability and tackle 

the climate crisis.  
In this essay, I reflect on my research practice in studying the eco-literacy of 

early youth (ages 13–17), focusing on their subjectivities, consumption, and climate 

activism (see Firinci Orman, 2024a, 2025). This work is part of a broader 

interdisciplinary, and multi-site research project on youth environmental citizenship, 

involving young people from Bulgaria, Turkey, Finland, and the UK (see Firinci Orman, 

2024b). My study on eco-literacy included an online mapping activity, in-depth 

interviews, and free-style writing, through which participants reflected explored their 

everyday activism performances as well as their environmental identity formation. 

Framing these findings within critical eco-pedagogical frameworks such as place-based 

education, climate change education, and global citizenship education, I offer insights 

for educators fostering climate literacy through innovative, context-sensitive teaching—

empowering students to engage with local environments, understand global 

interdependencies, and actively participate in sustainable practices. 
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Understanding Eco-Literacy in Context 

Understanding eco-literacy in context requires a nuanced exploration of how young 

people internalize and act on their awareness of environmental issues in their daily 

lives. This practice-oriented reflection builds on my recent study (Firinci Orman, 2024a, 

2025), which highlights the role of lived experiences in shaping early youth’s eco-

literacy performances. These performances demonstrate the ability to connect 

consumerist culture with the larger climate crisis, translating awareness into actionable 

everyday behaviors. 

For instance, one participant from the study reevaluated their clothing choices 

after learning about the environmental and ethical implications of fast fashion. This 

individual began purchasing second-hand clothing online, despite recognizing the 

limited options available. Their decision was deeply influenced by an emotional 

response to visual media such as Instagram and YouTube, depicting the destructive 

impacts of fast fashion, which provoked a shift in their ethical perspective.  

I further draw on previous research showing that while early youth are 

increasingly aware of the climate crisis, their eco-literacy is shaped by local contexts 

and experiences (Firinci Orman, 2023, 2025). The depth of their ecological 

understanding is strongly influenced by their surroundings (Pitman & Daniels, 2020). 

Local environmental experiences—material, social, and political—play a crucial role in 

shaping eco-literacy (Börner et al., 2021). 

 

Pedagogical insights for teaching climate literacy  

Developing Tools for Collective Learning 

Studying eco-literacy of young people, I used an online mapping exercise with Padlet 

as part of the methods. In this exercise, I asked participants to mark places that are 

important to them across various scales (neighborhood, city, country, region, and 

global). Using sticky notes, participants reflected on their climate and consumption-

related experiences. This mapping, grounded in Kallio’s (2021) topological approach, is 

useful for exploring young people’s subjectivity, spatial attachments, and the political 

dimensions of climate experiences (see Firinci Orman, 2025).   

The platform supported both synchronous and asynchronous participation, 

enhancing accessibility for diverse participants in remote or hybrid settings. It included 
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youth from Turkey, Bulgaria, and, more recently, Finland. Participants represented rural 

and urban backgrounds with varying cultural and socio-economic contexts, all shaped 

by their society's welfare system. I asked participants to also color-code their emotional 

responses: green for hope or positive change, red for concern or anxiety, and yellow 

for uncertainty or mixed feelings. This approach allowed students to visually track their 

emotional reactions, fostering a deeper understanding of the emotional impact of 

climate change. The exercise not only mapped locations but also created a semi-public 

space to express and discuss climate-related issues on multiple scales (see Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1: Padlet map where participants from Bulgaria pinned notes reflecting their lived experiences on 

different scales (World, Europe, and Bulgaria maps, respectively). 

 

I analyzed the mapping data through three dimensions of geo-socialization: 

intersubjective (intergenerational dynamics), spatial (topological—sociality embedded 

in all spatial relations), and political (politicization—what matters in people’s lived 

worlds) (Kallio, 2018). Participants reflected on places they had lived, currently reside, 

visited for family or friends, traveled to or moved to as internal or external migrants. 

They marked places learned about or discovered online, often tied to personal 

interests, as well as envisioned future destinations or potential homes. 

After the activity, participants were interviewed to discuss, compare, and 

evaluate these places from an environmental perspective, revealing their eco-literate 

worldviews. Some identified countries as major polluters or associated them with 

unsustainable policies. Others reflected on environmental injustices and colonial 

legacies. One participant, for example, marked a resort village with a dam, where they 

regularly collected garbage—an experience they described as meaningful and 

rewarding (Firinci Orman, 2025). Further discussion revealed their involvement in a 

grassroots environmental movement, where they and their friends conducted clean-ups 
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using boats, integrating water sports with environmental activism. This example 

illustrates how personal experiences, and social interactions shape young people's eco-

literate worldviews.  

Similar mapping activities in climate literacy education can validate young 

people’s lived experiences, fostering deeper discussions on the climate crisis and 

decision-making. These activities incorporate learners’ cultural and social knowledge, 

reflecting diverse participation beyond formal or adult-led learning, including their 

everyday climate engagement. 

Educators can encourage students to reflect on their choices and emotional 

responses to different places, exploring why certain locations evoke strong feelings 

and how they relate to broader environmental and social issues. Since learning is 

inherently social, educators should create opportunities for students to share 

experiences and collaborate on climate initiatives. From this angle, creating a collective 

map on Padlet (see Figure 1) could enable young people to learn from others' 

experiences and foster a sense of collective agency on issues that matter to them. 

 

The Role of Local Contexts 

The findings highlighted the importance of local contexts in shaping young people's 

understanding of climate issues. Participants began their learning journeys based on 

their environments, connecting local challenges to global concerns (Beckwith et al., 

2022). For example, young people in grades 8 to 11 from diverse regions in Turkey and 

Bulgaria shared experiences of marine ecosystem degradation, wildfires, rising 

temperatures, drought, and urban issues such as pollution and waste management. 

Discussing these local challenges within the broader climate crisis helps students 

recognize their relevance and urgency, linking their immediate environment to global 

concerns. This approach is key for effective climate literacy education, encouraging 

critical reflections on their role in addressing global challenges (Häggström & Schmidt, 

2020). 

Place-based pedagogies, bringing the local context into focus, significantly 

enhance climate literacy. They connect students to local ecological and social issues, 

fostering a deeper understanding of their environments (Häggström & Schmidt, 2020). 

Dunkley (2018) emphasized the importance of space-time-aware learning experiences 
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in eco-pedagogy, highlighting how these encounters are key to developing an 

understanding the interrelation of nature and culture. This was evident through my 

data as many young participants reflected on school-led garbage collection projects 

where they practiced firsthand care to their local environments (Firinci Orman, 2024a; 

2025).  

 

Emphasizing Relational Understanding 

Individuals with eco-literacy skills usually connect causes and effects, particularly 

between consumerist culture and the climate crisis. I explored how young people's 

daily actions reflect their critical awareness, demonstrating the intersection of local 

behaviors with global environmental issues. These insights are reflected in everyday 

decisions and practices that show a deeper understanding of climate challenges. 

For instance, one participant reflected on how seemingly small, local actions—

like purchasing a pair of jeans—can have far-reaching consequences (see Firinci 

Orman, 2024a). They described how consumption choices contribute to larger issues, 

such as the exploitation of child labor in South Asia or the environmental costs 

associated with the production and transportation of flowers. This example 

underscores the relational understanding of how local actions are interconnected with 

global environmental concerns. 

Teaching climate literacy requires linking personal experiences to broader 

environmental contexts. For example, encouraging students to analyze their 

consumption habits fosters critical thinking and reflection (Keto & Foster, 2021). My 

findings show participants critically examining consumerism’s role in the climate crisis, 

underscoring the need for education that connects local, global, and planetary 

perspectives (Firinci Orman, 2024a, 2025; Crouzé et al., 2024). Educators can deepen 

such discussions by prompting students to relate everyday choices—food, fashion, or 

transport—to larger environmental challenges. 
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Empowerment through Participation 

Fostering responsive subjectivities in young people starts with their lived experiences 

and local contexts. (Häggström & Schmidt, 2020). Recognizing their agency across 

formal, informal, and non-formal participation is crucial. This includes institutional 

activities (e.g., school projects), peer-led initiatives (e.g., campaigns), and self-initiated 

actions reflecting environmental identity (e.g., vegetarianism, reducing consumption, 

signing petitions). The latter, or interpretive agency, links consumption habits to 

broader environmental issues, embedding climate activism in daily life. One participant 

highlighted low environmental awareness in their community, stressing the need for 

public education, especially among local authorities, to address green space shortages 

and urban challenges (Firinci Orman, 2024a). They argued that traditional classroom 

education is ineffective, advocating for popular media and social platforms to engage 

young people in environmental messaging. 

  Social media plays a key role in youth climate activism, especially where formal 

participation opportunities are limited (Firinci Orman, 2024a). Young people eagerly 

engage in everyday activism, influencing their communities in diverse ways (Firinci 

Orman, 2025). This highlights the need for educational frameworks that empower 

students beyond adult-directed initiatives, fostering self-organization and advocacy. 

Educators should create spaces for students to voice concerns, collaborate with their 

community, and push for sustainability, reinforcing that climate education must be 

transformative, not just informative (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020). 

  Teaching climate literacy through artistic expression fosters critical agency 

(Misiaszek, 2022), with participatory projects like visual or digital climate narratives 

enabling students to share experiences and engage others through media, 

presentations, or art workshops (Beach & Smith, 2023). 

 

Conclusions  

My research on youth environmental citizenship highlights systemic barriers to eco-

literacy in climate activism (Firinci Orman, 2024b), especially within traditional 

education (see Firinci Orman, 2024a, 2025). In some countries youth participation in 

environmental movements faces barriers, while activism takes diverse forms, from 

protests to ethical consumerism and everyday resistance (Firinci Orman, 2022, 2023, 
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2024a). Educators must address these constraints by fostering resilience and critical 

thinking through collective learning, digital tools, and context-sensitive approaches. 

Eco-literacy promotes systemic, sustainable solutions through place-based learning, 

participation, and critical reflection (Dunkley, 2016). Early youth eco-literacy integrates 

awareness, emotion, and agency, linking personal actions to broader climate issues. 

Participatory approaches nurture both individual agency and collective sustainability 

commitments. 

  As climate crises escalate, inclusive, dialogical practices are vital. Centering 

youth voices helps shape sustainable solutions that bridge local and global challenges. 

Equipping young people with critical, action-oriented skills empowers them to lead in 

building a resilient, sustainable future (Crouzé et al., 2024). 
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