THE KIDS ARE ALL RIGHT: LESSONS FROM RECENT CHANGES
IN STUDENT PREFERENCES IN NORWAY'S OIL-DEPENDENT
REGIONS
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Abstract: Climate change education has been conducted in Norway for many
years, but recent research indicates that there are regional differences in how
schools include climate change in educational approaches. In particular, there
are indications that climate change seems to be perceived as more controversial
in regions with significant exposure to the Norwegian fossil fuel industry,
which is predominantly clustered on the West Coast, and most notably in the
city of Stavanger and its surrounding communities. However, school leaders
in this region have detected a clear shift in student preferences for study
programmes, an observation the author found evidence to support during his
MA research project. The reported trend is that today’s students orient
themselves clearly towards sustainable solutions and renewable energy and
request study programmes that fit this preference. Regardless of opinions
among teachers on anthropogenic climate change, this was creating a need for
the schools to adopt study programmes for sustainable solutions and renewable
energy to attract the most and best students in the transition from lower to
upper secondary school.
The article suggests that this elucidates a little-acknowledged source
of student power: the power students have to choose one school or one study
programme over another at transitions in the education ladder. The author
argues that the shift in student orientation is probably in part due to successful
climate change education, but not only through the formal school sector. There
are at least two other channels of climate education: non-formal education
through media and environmental organisations, and direct peer interaction.
This points to new and interesting challenges for the climate change education
practitioner, such as how to include considerations on career options in climate
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change education and how to utilise the combined force of the various channels
of climate change education. Keeping the message open for a plurality of
voices and approaches, and understanding that students are not only
‘responsible consumers’ or ‘active citizens’, but are also in the process of
deciding what to do with their lives and starting professional careers, are two
important lessons.
Key words: Climate Change Education; Education for Sustainable
Development; Student Climate Strike; Upper Secondary Education; Peer
Influence.

Introduction
In 2019, students all over the world organised student climate strikes, helping
place climate change at the centre of the global agenda (Wahlström, 2019).
This represents a recent example of how climate change and formal education
overlap, as schools and classes were the recruiting arenas for this mass
mobilisation that built on combinations of direct peer networks, social media,
and traditional media coverage on an international scale. The importance of
including climate change in education, however, has been recognised for a
long time, with the establishment of climate change education (CCA) as a
natural component of modern formal education (EACEA, 2018; UNESCO,
2010). As climate change education becomes increasingly central to
education, so grows the need to understand what impacts it has had on students.
Waldron et al. (2019) considered how climate change education tends to follow
one of two contrasting perspectives on student empowerment. Either the onus
is placed on students as consumers, with individual actions as a pathway for
sustainable societies, or students are addressed as citizens, urged to explore
political action as a pathway to meaningful impact on climate change.
‘Conscious consumers’ or ‘active citizens’ represent two broadly recognised
pathways to student empowerment on climate change (Waldron et al., 2019)
This article argues that in addition to these two paths, a third source
of student power should be recognised. Climate change education, both
through formal education and non-formal channels, seems to have had an
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impact on Norwegian students’ preferences for which careers they want to
pursue in higher education, most notably in regions with heavy exposure to the
oil industry. Through his MA research project, the author found that school
leadership in upper secondary schools in the city of Stavanger, the so-called
‘oil capital’ of Norway, has experienced a clear expectation from students to
deliver study programmes on renewable energy and sustainable technology
instead of the established programmes aimed at the traditional oil industry.
The school leadership reported that students who would have previously been
in the target group for advanced studies as engineers and experts in the fossil
fuel extraction industry, now had a preference for career pathways associated
with renewable energy and sustainable technology, and school leadership felt
pressure to deliver accordingly. Thus, this article will lay out the argument
that student expectations and choices on study programmes and careers
constitute a third pathway for student contributions to solutions on climate
change, one that is little acknowledged in existing literature.

Climate change education
There are strong arguments for understanding climate change education as a
key factor in all aspects of sustainable development (Guilyardi, 2018: 20) and
as a central factor in development education (UNESCO, 2010; Mochizuki and
Bryan, 2015). The natural connection between development education,
education for sustainable development, and climate change education has
furthermore been established by several academic arguments (see, for
example, Bourn, 2015: 45-47), who have argued that there are strong
symmetries among these ‘adjectival educations’ in regard to methodology,
skill set, content and action outcomes. In general, climate change education is
regarded as necessary for achieving the changes societies need to address this
global challenge (IPCC, 2014: 5). Moreover, recent years have seen a change
in the conceptual timeframe for climate change, whereby climate change is no
longer a future risk, but a present reality (Allen et al., 2018: 51).
However, as anthropogenic climate change has been given increasing
importance and attention, opposition to this narrative has also become more
entrenched. In spite of the broad consensus in the scientific community on
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anthropocentric climate change and the severity of its impacts (Cook et al.,
2016), there is a small but vocal minority who claim the opposite to be true
(Dunlap, 2013). These so-called climate change sceptics are a diverse group,
whereby some deny anthropogenic climate change altogether, while others
simply regard the effects as minor or even positive (Dunlap, 2013; Jylhä, 2017;
Uscinski et al., 2017). Concerning schools and education systems, there are
few studies into how climate change scepticism impacts climate change
education. On the other hand, there is significant literature on specific
examples of climate change education projects, like the establishment of
sustainable schools (Jackson et al., 2007), or evaluations of particular climate
change programmes in schools (Flora et al., 2014). However, this literature
tends to focus on ‘best cases’ and not on the general picture, where hostility
towards climate change education might be a real challenge in some situations.

The Norwegian climate change context
Norway is among the world’s top exporters of oil and gas and the Norwegian
fossil fuel industry is heavily clustered on the West coast around the city of
Stavanger. There are considerable indications that this region also has the
highest resistance to climate change policies (Opsvik, 2018). Recently, an
academic research project on resistance to anthropogenic climate change in
education systems has been undertaken at the University of Stavanger by
Skarstein, who is among the lecturers at the one-year post-baccalaureate
teacher certification programme there (Skarstein, 2020).
The background to Skarstein’s research project is connected to the
collapse in the oil price in 2014 from $115 per barrel to just $50 and fell further
to $30 by the end of 2015. This sent the fossil fuel industry into a massive
downturn. One consequence was that highly educated staff from the oil sector
were laid off and had to find routes to new employment (Hvinden and Nordbø,
2016). The government established re-education packages for the entire region
of Stavanger, and one option was to enlist on a one-year post-baccalaureate
teacher certification programme. The University of Stavanger expanded the
capacity at these classes fourfold, from 20 to 80 students a year, whereby the
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main increase was former employees in the oil industry, typically engineers
and technical staff (Andersen, 2015).
This sudden quadrupling of a teacher training programme is in itself
an interesting case for further studies, but Skarstein noticed one effect in
particular; the attitudes to anthropogenic climate change appeared to have
changed in the class. To investigate this further, Skarstein established a
research project based on collecting responses and opinions on anthropogenic
climate change from all the national post-baccalaureate teacher certification
programmes in Norway, in addition to the one in Stavanger. The study is now
published, and concludes thus: ‘The finding that association with the
petroleum industry appears to reduce a pre-service teacher’s intent to teach
about the climate challenge is perhaps the most consequential finding of this
study’ (Skarstein, 2020: 15)

Climate change education in Stavanger and Oslo
Skarstein’s preliminary analyses formed the backdrop for the research
questions for my MA dissertation, which was completed in September 2019 at
the Development Education Research Centre in University College London
(UCL). I work with environmental issues and global development topics in
my professional job, and have done development education (DE) workshops
in various parts of Norway. My experience was that the various areas of
Norway have different approaches to how international topics such as the are
presented at their schools. By example, the question of how to handle
biodiversity and the re-introduction of large predators to Norwegian forests –
most notably wolves – is seen very differently in schools in farming and sheep
raising areas, compared to more urban schools (Erlien, 2001). The wolf-sheepconflict is a well-known conundrum in Norway, but it points to how the
specific situation for local communities is highly important for understanding
how schools approach various topics. I am an advocate for high quality
education for sustainable development (ESD) and DE, and I see climate change
education as an integral part of this. For this reason, I wanted to investigate
how regional contexts in Norway might have had an impact on climate change
education. To do this, I established a research project oriented towards the
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upper secondary level of formal education in Norway. This level was chosen
to ensure a high level of academic education among the teachers and
respondents. Furthermore, the research project aimed at getting a broader
perspective than that of the individual teacher. For this reason, the research
project was oriented at interviewing so-called ‘Heads of Department’. This is
the intermediate leadership level at Norwegian schools directly responsible for
the practitioner teachers, but is also part of the school leadership under the
principal. I narrowed my focus to departments for ‘hard’ science subjects,
typically maths, physics, chemistry, and biology. An alternative could have
been to focus on social science teachers, but I wanted to investigate how the
schools relate to the scientific part of climate change education in particular.
ESD has historically been located in science subjects with Sinnes and Straume
(2017) highlighting how ESD in Norwegian schools is often dependent on
personal engagement in a range of schools:
“As shown in the review of Norwegian curricula, there are
opportunities (and also requirements) to work with sustainable
development in the school, but the lack of formal expectations
contributes to the need for a personal commitment to include it in
teaching” (Sinnes and Straume 2017, translation by author).
The research project was constructed as semi-structured interviews
followed by a comparative analysis. This methodology was chosen as a
compromise of options, to be able to fit the project into an MA programme.
Early feedback in the research programme was that these respondents have a
very hectic workday, and the research method would need to have a low
threshold of participation. This meant that the gathering of data could be
carried out through direct interviews at the office of each respondent. A simple
questionnaire was considered, but I discarded this approach as not suited for
gathering the relevant information. I was most interested in the reflections and
the open-ended thoughts about how climate change education is done at the
individual schools, and the method of semi-structured interviews seemed a
better fit for this than a simple questionnaire.
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An option could have been to interview students, something that was
briefly considered. However, this would have raised new dilemmas of
selection process, and a substantial number of respondents would have been
needed to gain a clear picture for a comparative analysis. Also, the time
constraints given in an MA programme had to be taken to consideration, and
this element pointed towards interviewing school staff or teachers, as they
could be contacted easily through regular email, and could more easily be
trusted to provide consent for the interviews. The strength of interviewing the
leaders of departments was that I could gain more clarity of the bigger picture
of how schools conduct climate change education, and how the leadership
group would react to non-conventional opinions on anthropogenic climate
change from teachers. This came at the cost of not getting a direct, first-hand
account of how classroom sessions are experienced by the practitioner teacher,
which was admittedly a significant limitation for the research project. Yet all
respondents had been teachers prior to taking the position as leader of the
department, and typically continued to teach some education sessions as cover
for absent teachers. The respondents highlighted how this allowed them to
maintain the direct relationship with the students at the school to some degree.
This fact should at least partly compensate for the limitation of not
interviewing the teachers who conduct the classroom sessions; the respondents
still maintained some direct contact with the students themselves and
participated directly in the joint planning sessions for the school year.
I recruited four respondents in the Stavanger area and four in the Oslo
area, the latter being comparatively less exposed to the fossil fuel industry. I
chose schools with high intake thresholds for students in their area to find
schools where one could reasonably expect a high academic level. Stavanger
is not a large city, so the number of possible upper secondary schools was
limited. The schools in the two areas had relatively comparable backgrounds,
locations and student profiles, and the respondents were two men and two
women for each area. The selection was based on recruiting four random
respondents in the Stavanger area at relevant schools, and then finding schools
with a similar profile in the Oslo area. The recruiting was straightforward,
with only one case of a request being turned down due to time constraints.
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The research questions were twofold: firstly, to investigate how
schools include climate change education in science-based education and if
climate change is placed as a central theme in multi-disciplinary projects.
Secondly, I wanted to explore how schools handle teachers who are climate
change sceptics. On the latter research question, I used an interview guide with
several sub-questions. How did the respondent rate him/herself on adherence
to anthropogenic climate change, and how would the respondent rate the rest
of the teacher collegiate at the school? Were any of the teachers’ outspoken
sceptics to anthropogenic climate change? Would it be feasible to give a
vacant teacher position to a candidate who held sceptical views on climate
change, if the person was otherwise suitable for the job? How would the
respondent react if a student came forward with a notification of concern about
a teacher having taught climate change sceptic content in a classroom session?
Although these questions were intended to find differences in handling
strategies, they essentially resulted in the same answers from all eight
respondents. This was all the more interesting when one of the respondents in
the Stavanger area placed herself in absolute defiance to anthropogenic climate
change. On a scale from 1 to 5, where 5 was ‘totally agree’ with current climate
change being due to human activities, she placed herself on a 1 – ‘totally
disagree’ with the science of anthropogenic climate change.
The other seven respondents placed themselves at 4 or 5 on this scale.
Yet despite this outlier’s presence in the sample, all respondents answered
much the same on the other questions. All eight estimated their school’s
teacher collegiate to rate between 4 to 5 on the aforementioned scale. None of
the eight would accept blatant denial of anthropogenic climate change in
classroom sessions from teachers, but this was uniformly held as highly
unlikely to occur. Any notification of concern would be treated seriously and
professionally. And if a candidate for a vacant teacher position insisted on
flagging strong opposition to human-caused climate change during a job
interview, it would not be favourable for the individual’s chances of securing
the position.
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That is not to say that there were no differences at all between the two
areas in how climate change education was undertaken, as concerned the first
research question. The differences should be seen in light of how the
Norwegian tradition for curriculum management leaves much room for
individual teachers to make their own plans for how to address the annual
‘learning targets’ throughout the school year (Mausethagen and Mølstad, 2015:
30-32). Also, the teachers have a week of planning before the students start in
August, when they set up plans for the year as a group. Most schools will try
to establish a multi-disciplinary project each year, where the concept is largely
decided locally at each school. ESD is a frequent over-arching label used for
these projects, but they vary strongly on topic and concept.
With this frame of reference, it was interesting to note that as a whole,
the respondents from Stavanger were less likely to report that their school had
included climate change in multi-disciplinary projects, if at all. Among the
respondents from Oslo, however, this was reportedly undertaken at all schools,
and at a bolder level. Typical to the Stavanger area, two schools had chosen
the theme ‘Water Management’ for a large multi-disciplinary project on
sustainable development. One of the respondents highlighted how this was a
theme that could unify the school as a whole and underscored that ‘water is
important too’. While water’s role in sustainable development is indeed
important, the municipality did not have a history of troubles with its water
management systems. The thematic choice was all the more conspicuous when
the school in question was located some few kilometres from the biggest
industrial cluster in Norway for fossil fuel extraction. This stands in contrast
to Oslo, where all respondents reported that climate change represented either
one important element in multi-disciplinary projects, or that the school had
selected climate change as the core topic for such projects. Among the
Stavanger respondents, none had undertaken a multi-disciplinary project with
climate change as the core topic. At most, it had been one of several elements.
This apparent regional difference in how climate change has been
included to different degrees in multi-disciplinary topics is an interesting find
in itself. A more thorough research project would have to be established to say
Policy & Practice: A Development Education Review

88 |P a g e

something more certain in this regard, but it hardly seems likely that the low
prevalence of climate change education in the multi-disciplinary projects was
mitigated by a stronger emphasis on climate change education in individual
classroom sessions. Climate change education has also been recommended for
multi-disciplinary projects rather than piecemeal inclusion in individual
classroom sessions (Gkotzos, 2017: 7-12). If anything, it seems to correlate
with the overall trend observed in analysing the respondent interviews; climate
change education appears to have been given somewhat less emphasis in the
schools of the respondents in the Stavanger area, compared to the respondents
in the Oslo area, most notably in extra-curricular pedagogical activities.
This is perhaps not so surprising. Schools are dependent on teamwork
between teachers, and if one topic causes friction and heated arguments, it is
understandable that colleagues select other topics for collaboration (Fullan,
1993; Farber, 1991). However, this is also illustrative of how the regional
context has an impact on the practice of climate change education, something
that warrants further academic research in other areas of the world.

An unexpected finding
The respondents shared an unexpected finding on a topic I had not included in
my interview guide: student preferences for study programmes. Three of the
four respondents in Stavanger reported that their school had experienced a
clear shift in student preferences, away from the subjects associated with the
fossil fuel industry. Here is a typical sequence where this issue came up:
Respondent: “If you ask me about where this was ten years ago, it
was much more an attitude that students would like to enter the oil
industry, they live in Stavanger after all. But now, not many students
here think this way, they would rather go into the alternatives to oil.
The Sustainable Energy and Environment study program at the
Norwegian Technical University, and that kind of study programmes,
so they can work with wind power or whatever the alternatives are for
the oil industry. That’s kind of where the students are now”.
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Interviewer: “Is this change away from the oil seen as a positive thing,
or is more with regret that they see the need to get out of the oil
sector?”
Respondent: “No, it is not something they see as very grim at all.
They are probably more positive than my generation. I do not have
the impression that they are gloomy about this at all. They want to
work with contributions to a positive change. It would be great if we
could enhance the focus on this at our school. I would love to see that
happen”.
A similar response came from two other respondents in Stavanger
(the topic did not arise in the interview with the fourth Stavanger respondent).
One respondent was even more clear, as this shift in student preference meant
that the school had to consider closing down a tailor-made study programme
that prepared students for applying to the most prestigious university
programmes for ‘oil engineers’ with a strong focus on geological science. This
respondent highlighted the same connection between the fall in employment
in the oil sector after 2014, and the general trend in society:
Respondent: “We see much less interest in geosciences from students
today. We were big on geosciences before, but the interest has
stopped completely now. I think of that as unfortunate, because we
need geologists for things other than the oil industry”.
[later in interview the same subject came up again]
Respondent: “Many of the youth of today have this attitude of ‘oil
should go away’, and then they are not motivated to the same degree
by oil-related things, like when we have excursions out to
ConocoPhillips for geoscience classes (…), to motivate for a future
profession in geology. And we have stories of students who have
become geologists in oil companies, who said that the excursions
were a factor in them taking an education as geologists. But (..) it has
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become more difficult to motivate students with these excursions, as
I experience it”.
Interviewer: “Why do you think this has changed?”
Respondent: “Times are changing and the attitude to the oil industry
is different now, and among other things, unemployment among
parents [implied: after the fall in oil prices in 2014], this also had an
effect… Many just assumed they should do the same as their parents.
But if your parents are unemployed, then the link stops there
completely. Then the students form the opposite opinion… that they
want to go in a different direction in choosing studies and jobs”.
What this shows is that the respondents were detecting a shift in the
landscape around them, regardless of their personal opinions. This limited
research project did not interview students and can therefore draw no definite
conclusions about how students themselves view the different options on
further academic studies and career choices. But while the respondents could
only speculate on the motivation for the perceived changes in student
orientation, the respondents in the Stavanger region arrived at the same
opinion: the students seemed increasingly interested in the new fields of
renewable energy, at the expense of the traditional fossil fuel sector. This trend
has also been supported by articles in the media about how study programmes
in higher education, aimed at the fossil fuel sector, have fallen sharply in
popularity (Christophersen, 2019; Sagmoen, 2017). What my respondents
reported was that the same effect was present at the transition from lower
secondary school to upper secondary school as well.

Impact of climate change education on transition to upper
secondary school
In Norway, the transition from lower to higher secondary education is a major
shift in schools, one that sets the student on track for further career options.
Most other European countries have a similar education system, where
students go from lower to higher secondary education at around 14-16 years
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and are expected to make a choice between vocational training or preparatory
studies for higher education (EACEA, 2018: 9). In this transition, the student
typically must choose between study programmes or ‘subject packages’, like
advanced mathematics, physics, chemistry and biology (UNESCO, 2012: 38).
There can also be packages of subjects that are oriented towards specific types
of university programmes, as is the case in some of the upper secondary
schools in the Stavanger area. Whereas primary schools receive students and
pupils that live in the school district, for upper secondary schools the opposite
is true – the students choose the schools, and schools need students to select
them in competition with other schools. Student preferences thus create
pressure to deliver the study programmes that answer to these preferences,
representing a source of real yet arguably underrated ‘student power’.
In short, what my respondents revealed was that the change in student
orientation was forcing their hand in how the school should react. As one of
them put it: ‘It doesn’t really matter whether I personally believe in climate
change or not – the students do, and that decides the direction for us as a
school’. The desire to avoid disagreements and move ahead with a strong
emphasis on renewable energy was described with clarity by the respondent
who had dismissed any major human influence on the climate, the outlier who
had placed herself at a ‘1’ on the aforementioned scale:
Respondent: “This with sustainable development and renewable
energy is much more than whether or not you believe in man-made
global warming. So, a big ‘YES’ to more on [renewable energy in
our school]. But exactly this about the ‘question of faith’ on manmade climate change, I do not think this belongs in the school
system”.
Interviewer: “So if there had been a possibility for this school to
[establish] a big educational project on renewable energy, you would
be positive?”
Respondent: “Yes, absolutely”.
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Student power
This shift in student preferences could be viewed as just a natural consequence
of the energy industry now turning their focus towards renewable energy and
sustainable solutions after pressure from civil society, the science community,
and progressive politicians. Such a change, and the likelihood of finding good
jobs in the green economy, is likely an influencing factor (Bourn, 2018: 201219; Mochizuki and Bryan, 2015: 20). In addition, the job market for
engineers today is international, and internationally there is a massive demand
for renewable energy experts (see, for example, U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2019). But these factors aside, there is surely another important
variable influencing these forces of self-interest; normative effects of valuebased climate change education in the students’ school years. As can be seen
in the earlier two sequences from respondents, the students were reportedly
proactively pursuing jobs and careers where they could ‘work with
contributions to a positive change’, understood as contributions towards a
more sustainable future. This was highlighted by other respondents as well,
also in Oslo where the students had reportedly already formed their opinion on
anthropogenic climate change and now wanted to work with delivering
solutions for a sustainable society.
This unexpected finding from my research triggers several questions
of how change of perspectives happens, about student power and interaction
with career choices, and how education is necessarily a process in constant
change. I suggest three factors of influence as highly important for the change
in student orientation, as described by my respondents. Firstly, it seems
plausible that climate change education in the formal school system has been
key, as there has been a clear emphasis in the Norwegian curriculum on
environmental issues and anthropogenic climate change in particular (Wolla,
2015: 19-21; Hansen, 2010). A second factor is the substantial climate change
education efforts through non-formal channels in Norway, in particular
towards children and youth. There are several nation-wide environmental
organisations for children, with the single largest environmental organisation
in Norway being a youth organisation for members 13-25 years old,
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predominantly teenagers. Indeed, several of the respondents mentioned how
students at their school were active in local chapters at this organisation.
As a third factor, peer influence from friends and classmates might be
a strong amplifying force. Peer influence has been demonstrated to be
significant in how students make their choices for preference in higher
education (see, for example, Brooks, 2004: 101), and it seems reasonable to
think that this is transferable to the earlier step from lower to upper secondary
education. If anything, the peer influence seems likely to be much stronger at
this level, as the overwhelming majority of students will typically remain in
much the same social groups from lower secondary schools when starting at
the upper secondary schools. In the picture of student peer influence and
collective norm formation, the recent student climate strike movement seems
quite significant.

Student climate strike and peer influence
The degree to which the student climate strikes will influence our world leaders
and national politicians remains to be seen, but there can be little doubt that it
will influence the attitude of a generation of students. Mobilisation for the
large demonstrations was done predominantly through peer networks
(Wahlström et al, 2019: 18). My respondents claimed a significant number of
students had participated on the first climate strike in Norway on 22 March
2019, and for the schools located in the city centres of both Oslo and Stavanger,
it had been an overwhelming majority. At present, little academic research has
been published on the student climate strikes, but it is likely that these strikes
will increase the peer pressure among today’s youth for educations and careers
in renewable energy and sustainable solutions, with an adverse effect on fossil
fuels. The respondents from the Stavanger area did not dwell on which factors
behind the perceived change in student orientation might be the most
significant. Rather, they seem to have regarded the various factors as
cumulative and mutually enhancing. The student climate strike was seen as
amplifying an already ongoing process. In this perspective, climate change
education, both through formal schooling and through the non-formal channels
of student activism, can be seen as part of the same macro-trend.
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For the respondents, this was also a concern for the future of their
schools. The upper secondary schools who succeed in establishing student
programmes preparing for higher education in the direction of renewable
energy and sustainable solutions will stand to gain students and growth in
classes. This ‘market mechanism’ for free choice of upper secondary schools
greatly empowers the student, a fact that has been given little emphasis in
current academic literature. In general, there seems to be much attention in
climate change education and development education towards small,
incremental life choices as consumers, such as eating less meat, limiting
energy consumption, or mending clothes instead of buying new when possible
(Waldron at al., 2019). But perhaps the most significant choice for any school
student is which schools and study programmes they will pursue in the jump
from lower to upper secondary school, and if/when continuing to advanced
studies.
The respondents in Stavanger had one clear message: climate change
education has already made an impact on how students choose to engage with
the world and on which career pathways they wish to follow. More thorough
research into which factors of influence have the biggest impact on student
school and study programmes would be interesting, but it seems fair to say that
climate change education in Norway has probably contributed to young people
wanting to join forces with those who are working to mitigate climate change,
as evidenced in their school applications. This is perhaps most salient in higher
education, where applications for petroleum-related studies have fallen
dramatically (Mortvedt, 2017), but the response from the respondents in the
Stavanger area indicates the same effect for upper secondary schools, too.
This points to a need for expanding our understanding of climate
change education, and by extension, development education as well. We must
understand that pupils and students are at the start of their lives and will make
decisions on which direction to go with their life choices. Climate change
education, and by extension development education, influence the moral
compass that students use in orienting themselves for the future. This
resonates clearly with the notion of 21st century skills (Bourn, 2018).
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Sustainable solutions must not only be seen as necessary; the next generation
of professionals are evidently also motivated in delivering them. This is also
reflected in the earlier sequence with the respondent, where the students were
reportedly not ‘grim and gloomy’ about careers working with solutions for a
sustainable future, but instead actively wanted to find jobs ‘that contribute to
a positive change’.

Conscious consumers, active citizens and career choices
At its core, this is to understand that students are not primarily consumers, but
active citizens who seek to equip themselves with the tools they see fit for
contributing constructively for a better and more sustainable world – for some,
also when it comes to professional career choices. These individuals expect
the education system to provide accordingly and have the power of free choice
to select schools that meet their demands. The respondents in my research
project had detected this as a shift in student preference for study programmes
directed towards renewable energy. Even though the respondents highlight
several factors, from the economic shock after the oil price collapse in 2014,
to peer influence from the ongoing student climate strikes, the general trend of
a transition towards renewable energy solutions was not to be mistaken, and
the school leaders now faced the challenge of delivering a credible response.
For the climate change education practitioner, this opens new
pathways of pedagogy as well as new challenges. Not all students will become
engineers, let alone enter the renewable energy sector. Yet there are other
educations and study programmes that will be needed for a sustainable future,
and sustainable solutions are not just black or white. For example, the estimates
by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) for
limiting global warming to 1.5 °C rest heavily on the technology of carbon
capture and storage, which currently only the fossil fuel sector can deliver on
an industrial scale (Allen et al, 2018: 14). There is also the tension between
the techno-optimist approach, that claims we can save the future by new
technology and clever engineering, and the opposite analysis that argues our
only path to sustainability is to downscale consumption of raw materials and
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energy use (Barry, 2016: 6). Students must learn to reflect on these narratives
and form their own opinions.
For students and teachers alike, this is difficult and unfamiliar terrain
to navigate, but not without positive elements. As long as schools and
educators provide a conducive learning environment that enables the students
to educate themselves for the challenges of the future, the students themselves
are probably in the best position to find a way forward. The kids are still all
right.
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