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 Introduction

The ongoing debate on the ecological climate (Johnson 2009) and the 
possible courses of action (Dessler and Parson 2010) suggests the need for 
a global consensus or mitigation (Edenhofer et  al. 2014) towards an 
informed pedagogical approach on climate change (Haslett et al. 2014). 
In 2006, a UK government white paper (Stern report) “identified climate 
change as a current challenge, not a future threat. The influential Stern 
report also identified three key elements in response to climate change, of 
which two – technological transfer and behavioural change – have clear 
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implications for education” (Bangay and Blum 2009: www.eprints.ioe.
ac.uk) Freire argues:

When people lack a critical understanding of their reality, apprehending it 
in fragments which they do not perceive as interacting constituent ele-
ments of the whole, they cannot truly know that reality. (Freire 1996: 104)

The report also pointed to the critical human unawareness of climate 
change. Conscientization or critical consciousness (Mustakova-Possardt 
1998) of climate change is crucial (Haslett et  al. 2014). Critical con-
sciousness being a moral awareness, Mustakova-Possardt (1998) argues, 
propels individuals to dis-embed from their cultural, social, and political 
environment, and engage in a responsible critical moral dialogue with it, 
making active efforts to construct their own place in social reality and to 
develop internal consistency in their ways of being (Mustakova-Possardt 
1998). An informed pedagogical approach to climate change relates to 
social change and empowerment within communities creating what 
Freire would identify as ‘praxis’ (Bentley 1999). The critical question 
posed in this paper is what level of critical consciousness does the popula-
tion currently possess and are the communities engaged adequately 
empowered to develop an informed pedagogical approach?

 Method

Codification is identified by Freire as a way of gathering information in 
order to build up a picture (codify) around real situations and real people 
(Emmy and Ahmed 2013). This method has been consciously applied 
throughout this research. The paper is underpinned by a set of Freire 
concepts (conscientization, praxis, codification, community engagement) 
as an intellectual framework to evaluate the field-work findings. Given 
that Freire’s concepts advocate knowledge, action or practice and reflec-
tion, and the ultimate aim of global environmental issues, and this paper, 
is to instil these concepts on a critical mass scale, it seems more than 
appropriate to apply these concepts to this study.
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This paper, in essence, explores levels of environmental conscientiza-
tion on an international scale, giving examples from field research and 
case studies based on active participation and community engagement 
(Archer and Hughes 2012), and collaboration with three diverse com-
munities. The concern with ‘participation’ in social change processes 
builds on the work of participatory approaches to social transformation 
outlined by Freire. He explains:

This early work was essentially a form of popular education that saw par-
ticipation as a means of engaging the excluded and disempowered in pro-
cesses of learning and social transformation that would enable them to 
become aware of and able to overcome the structures of oppression that 
shaped their lives. (Ling 2010: 5)

In this paper the ability of these different communities to react to 
social and environmental transformations are evaluated. The pedagogical 
approaches applied in engaging with these communities and their impact 
or added value are compared and contrasted. The level of conscientiza-
tion regarding this subject among the case study groups research is evalu-
ated, and those communities’ perceptions of potential social and political 
change is also explored. The research concludes with theoretical and prac-
tical suggestions on how to mobilise social change towards an applied 
conscientization regarding environmental issues. It considers the implica-
tion of such suggestions on local and global communities, and the extent 
to which applied volunteering (Volunteering England 2008) can add 
value and empower people to make a positive impact. Consequently, this 
involves moving beyond the ‘banking model of education’ on environ-
mental matters to a more ‘praxis/reflex’ model.

Observations throughout the world make it clear that climate change is 
occurring, and rigorous scientific research demonstrates that the green-
house gases emitted by human activities are the primary driver. (Leshner 
et al. 2009: 1)

In addition, most of the leading scientific organizations worldwide 
have issued public statements (State of California Governor’s Office of 
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Planning and Research 2011) endorsing this position (Cook et al. 2013). 
This is an alarming observation, and there is an ever-growing amount of 
evidence supporting the continued anthropological detrimental effect on 
our planet and its ecosystems. For example, in 2013, the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) concluded that:

Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, and since the 1950s, many 
of the observed changes are unprecedented over decades to millennia. The 
atmosphere and ocean have warmed, the amounts of snow and ice have 
diminished, sea level has risen, and the concentrations of greenhouse gases 
have increased. (Stocker and Dahe 2013: 1)

The effects of climate change are starting to be seen around the globe, 
and the IPCC regularly assesses the impact of energy systems, transport, 
industry, forestry and agriculture. (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change 2007). The American Geophysical Union argues that “Human- 
induced climate change requires urgent action. Humanity is the major 
influence on the global climate change ... Rapid societal responses can 
significantly lessen negative outcomes” (NASA 2015: www.climate.nasa.
gov/scientific-consensus)

This research, however, concerns the large percentage of the popula-
tion who do not work for the IPCC or know of their recommendations 
to policy makers. Further, they are not affiliated with environmental 
groups nor are they climate scientists. These are the local residents within 
global communities who are concerned with mundane daily matters. The 
level of understanding concerning the current plight of the global com-
munity is explored; given that the climate and climate change affects all 
parts of society.

With this in mind, this paper undertakes an investigation into the level 
of knowledge and understanding of the above issues in three different 
areas of the world taking evidence from communities domiciled in a city, 
Jakarta in Indonesia (see section “Jakarta, Island of Java, Indonesia: 
(City)”); a town, Burnley in Lancashire in the UK (see section “Burnley, 
Lancashire, North West, UK: (Town)”); and a village, Bhimpokhara in 
Nepal (see section “Bhimpokhara, Baglung District (Dhawalagiri Zone), 
West Nepal: (Village)”) using Freire concepts to evaluate the enquiry. 
These three areas were chosen as they provide an insight into different 
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communities in vastly dissimilar areas of the globe; each representing its 
own level of conscientization and surrounding environmental circum-
stances. It was anticipated that focusing on a city, a town and a village 
would provide an indicative insight into the extent that critical knowl-
edge is possessed regarding environmental issues. Further, it would also 
shed light on expedient methods of community engagement using Freire’s 
concepts as a guide thereby adding value to developing an informed ped-
agogical approach on addressing climate change.

 Community Engagement: Case Studies (City, 
Town and Village)

 Jakarta, Island of Java, Indonesia: (City)

Jakarta already faces regular floods, but with the current land subsidence, 
prognoses are that the whole of North Jakarta will be below sea level by 
2050. (The Indonesian Netherlands Association 2012: www.ina.or.id)

According to the Indonesian Netherlands Association and the local 
population, rivers that run through Jakarta now regularly flood every 
year. The people living in Jakarta with whom this research engaged with 
associated this with “continued deforestation which has caused erosion of 
the land further upriver” (Walley 2014: 1) which they argue is having a 
detrimental effect on the city and its people. This claim can be partially 
supported through evidence recorded upriver from Jakarta, detailing the 
inability of the rivers to handle excess rainfall (Sagala et  al. 2013). 
Furthermore, Jakarta is considered as one of the most vulnerable cities to 
climate-related disaster, including flooding, sea-level rise, and storm surge 
(Firman 2011). In fact,

Flooding is a dominating environmental problem in Jakarta, where densely 
populated neighbourhoods referred to as ‘Kampongs’ are often the most 
prone to inundation. People living in these neighbourhoods are regularly 
made homeless for several days, sometimes weeks, and have to deal with 
disruptions in work during floods, while facing an increased risk of water- 
related diseases. (Spies 2011: 51)
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Applied volunteering and direct consultation and dialogue conducted 
with Jakarta’s voluntary flood aid rapid response team revealed that the 
cities and communities living around the rivers are the poorest (Firman 
2011), owning the cheapest real estate in the areas where the flooding hits 
worst (UNESCO 1999). Indonesians use the term Kampong, which lit-
erally means ‘village’, to denote a poor neighbourhood of a city (McCarthy 
2003). The volunteers on the team recollect accounts of residents in 
Kampongs who hold on until the very last second before they reluctantly 
agree to being evacuated from their homes.

These communities are repeatedly affected by climate change with dire 
consequences. Furthermore, while the conscientization of this issue was 
evident the sense of powerlessness among the population was equally 
obvious. Thereby, leaving a dilemma regarding the most effective redress 
for a compounding problem!

The pedagogical approaches of the different groups include direct 
engagement with the local communities conducted through applied vol-
unteering with the support of the Voluntary Jakarta Flood Aid Rapid 
Response Team (VJFT). This was a locally effective reactionary measure 
for Jakarta’s annual flooding problem, as many people were being success-
fully evacuated. However, sustained regular flooding suggested a greater 
need for urgent action. Campaign groups such as Greenpeace Indonesia 
highlight the effects of issues, like deforestation, and provide an effective 
media presence helping to raise awareness among communities. During 
applied volunteering with Greenpeace Indonesia, consultation and dia-
logue was initiated with the Indonesian Government by the researcher. It 
was discovered that plans were already in place for the Great Wall, or 
Garuda, of Jakarta which included infrastructure work to the canals and 
rivers that run through Jakarta (Tarrant 2014). Direct dialogue was opened 
with the Ministry for Forestry regarding deforestation in Indonesia. This 
was in response to the Indonesian Government announcing plans to clas-
sify plantations as forests in order to develop further lowland rainforests 
(Greenpeace 2013). This was condemned by Greenpeace and a number of 
other environmental and civil society organisations (Greenpeace 2013).

In an attempt to redress the issues, the following evidence was col-
lected through one to one interviews and focus group engagement fol-
lowing Freirean principles of dialogue (The Freire Institute 2015) or 
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consultation with four parties: people living in affected communities, or 
Kampungs, in Jakarta, Jakarta’s Rapid Voluntary Flood Aid Response 
Team, Greenpeace Indonesia and the Indonesian Government. From 
accounts collected in the Kampongs there was very much a shared belief 
that only government intervention can provide respite from the flooding. 
According to the resident volunteers in Jakarta’s Voluntary Flood Aid 
Rapid Response Team, the Indonesian government had been uncon-
cerned with the flooding issue until it started affecting the roads used by 
officials to get to and from the government offices (Walley 2014). 
Nevertheless, organised groups like Greenpeace Indonesia actively gather 
research and observations of further climate change throughout the 
country. (Greenpeace 2013) In response to the flooding the Indonesian 
government has sanctioned the construction of the Great Wall of Jakarta, 
however it remains to be seen if this will stop the effects of soil erosion 
and deforestation upriver (Firman 2011).

The study in Jakarta gave an informed codified view of the social struc-
ture at work within the different groups engaged with the study. The 
process of developing a critical awareness of social reality through reflec-
tion and action is utilised by groups of empowered volunteers who risk 
their lives in the flood aid rapid response team. By being part of a larger 
organisation like Greenpeace Indonesia, further empowerment to work 
towards social change by challenging the Indonesian government can be 
possible but even this seemed a far cry for the communities in Kampongs.

 Burnley, Lancashire, North West, UK: (Town)

The area Hyndburn (where Burnley is situated) according to the 2011 
census has approximately 10,000 BME people (Lancashire County 
Council 2011). It was a group of participants from these areas that were 
engaged with for this research. A group of BME women ranging from 20 
to 57 years of age were interested in learning more about the environ-
ment demonstrated by their enrolment on a short applied volunteering 
course called ‘Promoting Sustainable Environments’.

Despite the infrastructure for recycling, environmental education 
in local schools, and the presence of renewable energy wind-farms, the 
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communities researched in the Burnley area were relatively disengaged 
and unconcerned with issues of climate change. In a recent study, it was 
found that people in most developing countries perceived climate change 
as a much greater threat than people in developed countries (Lee et al. 
2015). Recruitment for the short course was difficult, as many people 
indicated that it was irrelevant to their daily lives. The difficulty in recruit-
ing for the course ‘Promoting Sustainable Environments’ pointed towards 
a sense of apathy among the local community towards awareness of cli-
mate change.

In total 10 people were enrolled on the course. The participants were 
initially gauged for their understanding of climate change. The discus-
sions suggested that many were surprised by the impact of climate change 
on human existence (Walley 2014). Hence, the importance of making it 
relevant to daily lives became paramount in engaging with this group. 
Following introductory lessons about the subject, applied volunteering 
activities were organised in the local area. These voluntary activities and 
events included tree planting, coppicing and woodland management, 
with further active learning sessions on permaculture and food growing.

The group demonstrated a keen willingness to apply themselves in all 
activities and subsequent direct dialogue revealed that local litter pollu-
tion was a common concern. But its environmental impact had never 
been appreciated by the group. Equally, local flooding in nearby Hebdon 
Bridge and Todmorden (BBC 2012) also fostered a critical consciousness 
of global concerns. This facilitated critical reflection based on local rele-
vance on global behaviour.

 Bhimpokhara, Baglung District (Dhawalagiri Zone), 
West Nepal: (Village)

Bhimpokhara, is located high in the foothills of the Himalayas in Nepal. 
Communities here live in relative isolation residing in collections of tra-
ditional Nepali houses spread throughout the mountainside (Nations 
Encyclopedia 2015). The majority of the population either go to work in 
the fields each day, or work for months at a time away in the military or 
in the construction industry in neighbouring India (Rijal 2013). During 
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the research, observations of seasonal rituals and customs to bring about 
a good harvest were recorded; including religious fasting, buffalo sacrifice 
and public speeches from the village elders. They are a proud and tradi-
tional people that trace their ancestry back hundreds of years and have 
lived in a sustainable manner with little resources needed to be outsourced 
(Walley 2014).

The environmental issue in this village is essentially litter pollution. 
Plastic packaged sweets and other goods are brought up from the nearest 
town of Baglung, a five hour jeep ride up through the mountains along 
rough terrain. However, given the poor infrastructure of the village, it is 
unable to deal with waste packaging which collects on the streets, around 
houses and the water fountain in the centre of the village (Weibel 2011). 
A further noteworthy issue in the village relates to ‘economic migration’ – 
many of the young people leave the village in search of employment in 
the towns and cities. The population that remains in Bhimpokhara is a 
composition of young children and senior citizens. Consequently, lim-
ited human resources are available to plough the land and more impor-
tantly, retain the ancestral knowledge of medicinal plants located in 
surrounding mountains. Nevertheless, this was undertaken by the 
research team, viewing it as part of the empowerment process and ensur-
ing that future generations would have access to this knowledge.

The process of developing a critical awareness of this social reality is in 
its formative stages, although there was increasing concern among the 
village elders about these issues. Historically, local people had eaten crops 
from their land, perhaps occasionally supplementing this with other 
locally sourced produce. But, this did not involve plastic packaging. 
Further, there seemed neither foreseeable solution nor capacity to address 
local litter concerns. In fact, both fieldwork observations and direct dia-
logue with villagers suggested a growing sense of powerlessness and 
despair among villagers.

To address this situation and empower the villagers, dialogue was 
opened up between the researchers and the village elders regarding their 
plight and possible solutions. The community seemed keen to participate 
in discussion, but were unsure as to how best tackle the problem. New 
products were still being brought up from the nearby town every three or 
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four weeks, and there was uncertainty about where this would eventually 
lead. According to Freire,

It is not enough for people to come together in dialogue in order to gain 
knowledge of their social reality. They must act together upon their envi-
ronment in order critically to reflect upon their reality and so transform it 
through further action and critical reflection. (The Freire Institute 2015)

No doubt, a transformational change was to be witnessed and praxis as 
a way of reflecting on the litter problem and reacting to it was in its for-
mative stages but there was a lack of infrastructure or support from 
authorities in Baglung to meaningfully act. So, further dialogue with 
Resolve International (Resolve International 2011) and the partner NGO 
in Baglung, Bhimapokhara Yuva Club (BYC) was an essential requisite to 
progress towards empowerment.

This involved direct dialogue with the residents of Bhimpokhara and 
surrounding villages. Codification, as a way of gathering information in 
order to build up a picture (codify) around real situations and real people, 
was key to understanding the issues in Bhimpokhara. Research was 
undertaken of the living conditions of people there and shared with the 
charity Resolve International for further aid work in the area. This mode 
of interaction swiftly revealed a profound sense of powerlessness. The 
local community very candidly expressed an absolute lack of knowledge, 
understanding and experience to secure such transformational change. In 
fact, the research in the village suggested that villagers were equally con-
cerned the problem would exacerbate. The situation resembled, to the 
researchers at least, Freire’s criteria of an epoch, one which is,

... characterized by a complex of ideas, concepts, hopes, doubts, values and 
challenges in dialectical interaction with their opposites striving towards 
their fulfilment ... (The Freire Institute 2015)

However, the aspired transformational change appeared a distant mirage 
due to the compounding powerlessness among villagers and marked absence 
of dialogue between them and the authorities. The absence of such core 
Freire concepts for transformational change suggested that there was a long 
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journey ahead, and to achieve this further educational work was required to 
contribute to a heightened sense of community empowerment.

 An Analysis: How Does the ‘Problem’ Provide 
an Opportunity to Provide ‘Conscientization’ 
as Awareness Raising?

The three case studies provide an interesting insight into the extent to 
which what factors can help or hinder the pathway of ‘powerless’ to ‘pow-
erful’, employing ‘conscientization’ as a stratagem. Upon reflection, the 
process of developing conscientization of the social realities concerning 
climate change was found to be relative to the community engaged. The 
feeling of powerlessness was recorded to be the major factor in limiting 
action.

On Java, governmental changes have slowly started to appear since the 
major floods of 2007 which shook the Indonesian government into plans 
to build ‘the Great Wall of Jakarta.’ (Reeves 2014) The passage of time 
will, no doubt, reveal if the politicisation of this issue could finally prove 
to be its solution. Whilst changes had started this was very much reactive 
rather than pro-active. Despite flood measures being put into place 
annual flooding seems set to continue and members of the communities 
in Kampongs close to the river continue to suffer. Ironically, the direct 
dialogue between these communities and the Indonesian government 
continues to be minimal. This can only provide very limited empower-
ment, if any, as Freire suggests,

Leaders who do not act dialogically, but insist on imposing their decisions, 
do not organize the people – they manipulate them. They do not liberate, 
nor are they liberated: they oppress. (Freire 1996: 178)

The research suggests that ongoing grass roots work may help sustain 
wider behavioural change and a shift from powerlessness to empower-
ment. In this environment where issues surrounding climate change are 
politicized, recruitment for large active organised groups can help decrease 
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the feeling of powerlessness. Members of the community are continu-
ously recruited from all over Indonesia to become Greenpeace volunteers, 
and the continued media presence may further assist to educate the 
Indonesian population through ‘decodification’. A process, Freire explains,

... whereby the people in a group begin to identify with aspects of the situ-
ation until they feel themselves to be in the situation and so able to reflect 
critically upon its various aspects, thus gathering understanding. It is like a 
photographer bringing a picture into focus. (The Freire Institute 2015)

The engagement and educational work in Bhimpokhara with the part-
ner organisation Resolve International and BYC made it possible to 
engage many members of the community. Direct dialogue with the local 
community and village elders brought about continued awareness and an 
understanding of the issues in the village. Further conscientization and 
community empowerment can come from continued applied volunteer-
ing focused on further dialogue between the communities, NGOs and 
the local authorities, raising awareness of the environmental issues. Freire 
argues, “If the structure does not permit dialogue the structure must be 
changed” (Freire 1996: 126), this is quite applicable in this context.

In Burnley, the short course ‘Promoting Sustainable Environments’ 
did help increase knowledge and awareness of participants but further 
applied volunteering to continue conscientization of the people in this 
area is needed. The local community participants stated that they were 
more inclined to an attitudinal change in their actions (drive less, recycle, 
etc.) because a critical consciousness had been fostered. These small 
behavioural changes can potentially lead on to a more active  participation. 
This research found that the communities engaged in Burnley (see sec-
tion “Burnley, Lancashire, North West, UK: (Town)”) were the most dis-
connected from the issues surrounding climate change, when compared 
with the other two target groups (see sections “Jakarta, Island of Java, 
Indonesia: (City)” and “Bhimpokhara, Baglung District (Dhawalagiri 
Zone), West Nepal: (Village)”) engaged. The research suggests that issues 
like global warming and large scale flooding have been heard of but the 
causes are not clear and any localised action seems irrelevant. People 
living in Western countries like the UK arguably have the most scope to 
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act, but apathy towards climate change is a factor of concern in contrast 
to the other two places.

This describes the praxis model outlined by Freire, referring to the 
action and reflection that can be the result of experiential learning. The 
project conducted in Burnley followed this model, and by empowering 
participants through active volunteering, it aimed to avoid the ‘banking 
education’ model (The Freire Institute 2015).

 Recommendations and Conclusion

Critical consciousness, or conscientization, is a fundamental aspect of 
Freire’s concept of popular education (Freire 1996). Popular education is 
grounded in notions of class, political struggle, and social transformation. 
The designation ‘popular’ is meant most of all to exclude the upper class 
and upper middle class. This research is primarily concerned with the ‘reg-
ular’ people within the community, who are currently disengaged by the 
theoretical and practical suggestions identified in this study. Freire talks of 
‘a pedagogy of hope’ that enables the popular classes to develop their lan-
guage and the anticipations of their new world. He further elaborates that 
language is a route to the ‘invention of citizenship’ (Freire 2014: 31).

The theoretical and practical outcomes of this research suggest that the 
method of language or engagement was instrumental for the understand-
ing of climate change for these communities. As this research has shown, 
engaging different audiences requires bespoke approaches. The three 
groups indicated a similar overarching sense of powerlessness or apathy 
towards actively seeking and engaging with the idea of social change lead-
ing on to, an enhanced applied environmental awareness. This is a com-
mon challenge in environmental education (www.gov.uk 2011). The 
increasing politicisation of environmental issues still requires voluntary 
organisations to empower communities. Giving people something local, 
positive and active to work towards in order to make an achievable and 
visible impact is crucial in battling this powerlessness and instigating 
social and behavioural change, e.g. the Burnley case study (see section 
“Burnley, Lancashire, North West, UK: (Town)”). The local element con-
solidates the relevance of the action to the participants.
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This study has equally been underpinned by the concept of ‘decodifi-
cation’. The challenge of discovering how this subject can be made rele-
vant and brought ‘into focus’ for each community attempting to be 
engaged is the real key to successfully working towards an enhanced 
applied environmental awareness. Freire argues

... it is not enough for people to come together in dialogue in order to gain 
knowledge of their social reality. They must act together upon their envi-
ronment in order critically reflect upon their reality and so transform it 
through further action and critical reflection. (The Freire Institute 2015)

Applied volunteering with larger organisations like Resolve International 
or Greenpeace further empowers communities to act, reflect and 
transform.

The conceptual landscape this study is underpinned by and its case 
studies indicate that the notion of powerlessness needs to be fully appre-
ciated. As this research has shown, there are positive actions that can be 
undertaken by a community to empower itself. Equally, collaborating 
with larger organisations through applied volunteering opportunities 
towards community empowerment, mobilisation towards social change 
and enhanced applied action is also instrumental. It is the social myth of 
powerlessness that is a real barrier to be overcome. Freire states that “we 
all acquire social myths which have a dominant tendency, and so learning 
is a critical process which depends upon uncovering real problems and 
actual needs.” (The Freire Institute 2015) Freire underlines the impor-
tance of developing a critical awareness or conscientization, of one’s social 
reality through reflection and then action. Action being fundamental, as 
it is the process of changing reality and negotiating empowerment.
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