Inspirational Stories: Bringing Environmental Activists into the Classroom
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Why young environmental activists can inspire
When I bring issues related to the climate emergency and sustainability into the classroom, I often encounter feelings of being overwhelmed and powerless. Many teenagers and higher education students I have met are paralyzed by the size and complexity of these problems and feel that nothing they could do matters. Some say that it is up to corporations, governments, and scientists to solve the complex problems facing humanity. Others believe that it is simply too late.  
Based on my experience, one way to break out of these negative and debilitating attitudes is through stories of young people making a difference. Recently I have co-authored an exam preparation book (Major-Szesztay, 2024) in which sustainability is a recurrent theme. In particular, we focus on inspirational young people who are at the forefront of bringing about change. Sierra Robinson is one such person. At the time of her TED talk in 2019, she was a 17-year-old environmental activist campaigning for regenerative agriculture. She is someone my students can identify with because of her age and because she starts her talk by acknowledging how easy it is to feel overwhelmed and powerless when we reflect on the state of our planet. However, she then continues to tell her own story which can move and inspire her listeners. 
How classroom activities get students ready for online talks
These days young people watch a lot of YouTube videos and online talks. These are often consumed like ‘fast food’ as they watch one clip after another without fully taking in the content or reflecting on the message. Giving students a lead-in task before viewing can be a good way to ensure that they watch and listen more thoughtfully. There are now several publications that advocate for such an approach, for example, the Keynote series by National Geographic. 
I like to give my students a pen & paper task before asking them to watch an online talk (although they can do the task on their tablets, as well). In the case of Sierra’s TED talk, I give them a reading comprehension task: they need to match the questions and answers of an interview. To solve the task, they need to read the text carefully and grasp the meaning of each sentence. This kind of deep engagement tends to arouse curiosity about the person behind the story. It also provides scaffolding for the viewing that follows, as students are already familiar with the skeleton of Sierra’s story. 
Below you can see the kind of lead-in task that students do – this one has been taken from the exam preparation book. The first page shows the questions of the interview, and the second page contains her responses which need to be matched with the questions.  
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I found that after engaging with the matching task above, students are more motivated to listen and get more out of the viewing and listening experience. During follow-up discussions they refer to specific content more often, rather than just making general comments. This also means that Sierra’s TED talk becomes more memorable for them: both in terms of content and in terms of the language she uses to tell her story. She ends her talk by asking: what could you do to be part of the regenerative movement that is happening around the world? Having engaged deeply with her story, this question is more likely to spark reflection and lead to meaningful discussion in the classroom. 
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INSPIRATIONAL STORIES

= Task2- ing paragraphs

Read the interview below with a young environmental activist. The paragraphs
with the responses have been left out of the interview, Your task is to reconstruct the
text by filling in the gaps (1-8) from the list (A~K). Remember that there are two extra
letters that you will not need.

Sierra Robinson on Permaculture

Interviewer: Sierra, you gave a passionate TED talk in 2019 in =)
which you argued that sustainability is ot enough. Can you tell
uswhy?

Interviewer: How did your journey towards environmental E
activism start? s

Interviewer: What is the essence of permaculture?

Interviewer: So are you saying that we need to set up systems r
‘which work the way forests do? L

Interviewer: Can you give an example? How can this be applied
to our lives?

Interviewer: Who is Fluffy?

Interviewer: So this must have been a formative experience
for you.

Interviewer: Can you share another example from around the
world for regenerative design?

Interviewer: So what final words do you have for our readers?
What last thoughts would you like to leave them with?
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A) Exactly,create asystem inwhich nothing
is wasted. Nature always has the best
design. Let's study and mimic this.

B) That's whatlittle eight-year-old me was
asking, as welll | was fascinated by how
to put permaculture principles into
practice. .. Well, my first lesson of how
to do this relates to Fluffy.

€) Itis a design system modelled on the way nature works. For example, take a
forest. Notice that nobody has to plant the forest, water it, weed it,fertilise it.
And yet, forests are some of the most abundant eco-systems on the planet.

D) It's no longer sufficient to maintain the way things are because much of our

iy 4

naturearoundus

E) In 2008 a permaculture teacher called Geoff Lawton started a project that
would transform a patch of dessert in Jordan into a living and thriving
ecosystem. Again, the principles of regeneration were put into practice there,
as well.

F) There are various ways of doing this. Not just one or two.

) Yes, it taught me a lot about chickens as well as about regenerative design.
Setting up systems that heal, regenerate.

H) Regeneative design isn't just about how best to keep chickens around the
house, or making a dessert bloom with lfe. Itis a toolkit that allows us to solve

social, economic and environmental challenges that can often feel too complex
to overcome. I would encourage everyone to find out more about how it works
and how you can put it into practice!

1) When | was eight years old, my mum took me to a workshop on something
called permaculture. | came away from this workshop a different person.

1) My first chicken. When | was a kid, | was obsessed with chickens. | soon learnt
how to use chicken manure as fertilizer for our fruit trees. So| set up a system
in which nothing went to waste. ... | know this sounds a bit simplistic. But
actually, itis a design principle that can be applied to everything in life.

K) This kind of culture permeates everything around nature.

To find out more, lsten to Sierra’s TED talk at:
Sierra Robinson: Beyond sustainability: A call for regeneration | TED Talk
https://www.ted.com/talks/sierra_robinson_beyond_sustainability_a_call_for
regeneration





