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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Natural Change (NC) Project works with 

people who hold positions of influence in society, 

offering them potentially life-changing experiences 

of wild places. It then goes on to support the 

growth of these personal experiences into 
leadership and social action for an ecologically 

sustainable future (1).

Nineteen people have taken part in the project 

since 2008, with participants drawn from diverse 

areas of influence including the health, education, 
private, youth, arts and NGO sectors in Scotland.

This report offers case studies of six of these 

participants from the education sector.

The report shows that there is a strong link 

between taking part in the Natural Change Project 
and taking action to help create a more 

sustainable society.

The data show that participants have engaged in 

several specific types of social action as a result of 

their Natural Change experiences. These are:

• INFLUENCING POLICY: reforming educational 

policy and curricula to prioritise sustainable 

living, outdoor learning and ecological 

awareness;

• CREATING PROFESSIONAL NETWORKS: 
developing networks of professional 

relationships to promote Learning for 

Sustainability.

• COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: bringing 

communities together to work for their local 

natural environment;

• ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT: 
influencing organisational culture to raise 

awareness of sustainability;

• CONDUCTING RESEARCH: investigating how 

human culture can positively influence our 
current ecological predicament;

• EXTENDING SKILLS: introducing new 

experiential ways of learning to their own 

students.

This study suggests that the Natural Change 
Project has made a significant contribution to 

Learning for Sustainability in Scotland. It has had 

direct influence across the primary, secondary, 

tertiary and adult education sectors (see Appendix 

A). It has also been an important part of Scotland’s 
response to the UN Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development (2).

Finally, the success of the Natural Change Project 

in the education sector points to its general 

effectiveness as an approach to training in 
leadership for sustainability. Further research with 

other groups of past-participants in different 

sectors would help substantiate this.

EVIDENCE of NATURAL CHANGE - Case studies from the Scottish education sector

                                                                                                                                                                              MARGARET KERR & DAVID KEY © 2013 • All Rights Reserved PAGE 3



INTRODUCTION

The Natural Change Project works with people 

who hold positions of influence in society, offering 

them potentially life-changing experiences of wild 

places. It then goes on to support the growth of 

these personal experiences into leadership and 
social action for an ecologically sustainable future.

Each Natural Change programme consists of 16 

days of residential wilderness workshops, 

meetings and mentoring over a six month period. It 

brings together outdoor education, psychotherapy 
and creative processes. A detailed account of the 

content, methods and theoretical background of 

the programme can be found in the WWF report: 

The Natural Change Project: catalysing leadership 

for sustainability (1). This report also contains an 
analysis of participants' experience, taken from 

blogs which they wrote as an integral part of the 

programme.

The first programme started in 2008 and the 

second in 2010. A total of 19 people, chosen for 
their leadership influence in Scottish society, have 

participated in the project to date. On the 2008 

programme, seven participants were selected from 

the health, education, private, youth, arts and NGO 

sectors. The 2010 group of 12 participants were all 
selected from the education sector.

The Natural Change (NC) approach works with 

values, beliefs and attitudes by challenging the 

individualistic model of self which dominates our 

contemporary culture. The individualistic model is 

focused on human needs: it tends to exclude the 

needs of our wider ecological context and to see 

humans as 'in control' of nature, rather than an 
integral part of it.

In Natural Change, experiences in wilderness 

areas act as a gateway to a different view of the 

self. Spending time outdoors, exploring 

relationships with the land and sea, plants and 
animals helps participants to develop an 

understanding that we are all interrelated parts of 

nature, rather than separate from or superior to it.

The Natural Change Project works on three 

interconnected levels to catalyse change - 
personal, cultural and structural. It offers 

personal experiences which give a different 

perspective on who we are. This can help heal 

psychological wounds from the past and 

encourage a deep concern for the natural world. It 
stimulates the questioning of the cultural norms 

that reinforce an ecologically unsustainable 

society. And it works on a structural level by 

providing the motivation to develop new policies 

and practices which benefit not only human 
society, but also the rest of nature. 

The NC approach does not expect or demand 

change. Rather, it offers participants an invitation 

to explore their experiences in nature, and share 

what they have learned.

As the Gestalt Therapist, Albert Beisser notes,

EVIDENCE of NATURAL CHANGE - Case studies from the Scottish education sector

                                                                                                                                                                              MARGARET KERR & DAVID KEY © 2013 • All Rights Reserved PAGE 4



'Change does not take place through a 

coercive attempt by the individual or by 

another person to change him... By rejecting 

the role of change agent, we make 

meaningful and orderly change possible.' (3)

For this reason, collection of data on predefined 

outcomes was not built into the NC project design. 

However, as time has gone by we have become 

aware that participants' experiences on the 

programme have had a significant impact on them 
personally and professionally.

As facilitators committed to reflexive practice, we 

responded to this by asking participants to tell us 

what they had been doing since they finished the 

programme. This resulted in early responses from 
six participants from the education sector. On this 

basis, we decided to produce a report which 

investigates the changes that they experienced as 

a result of the Natural Change Project.

At present, due to financial and time constraints, it 
has not been possible for us to follow up all the 

participants who have completed the project. 

However, we hope to be able to do this in the 

future.
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METHODOLOGY

This report is based on the experiences of six 

people from the education sector who participated 

in the 2008 or 2010 programme of the Natural 

Change Project.

Five of these participants took part in the 2010 
project, which specifically recruited people 

involved in education. One participant took part in 

the 2008 project, which was cross-sectoral.

Data were obtained through a combination of face-

to-face semi-structured interviews and texts written 
by participants. Case studies were produced from 

these data and then checked for representative 

accuracy with participants.

To help illustrate the diversity of change processes 

that resulted from the project, individual case 
studies are presented as personal narratives. To 

examine common themes in participants' 

experiences, a thematic analysis of all the case 

studies taken together is presented in the 

‘Themes’ section (4). 

Interviews, data collation and analysis were carried 

out by Margaret Kerr.
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CASE STUDIES

ONE: Rosa Murray

Introduction
Rosa participated in the 2010 

Natural Change programme. 

She works as Education 

Advisor at the General 
Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS).

Rosa's Story
Rosa's experiences on Natural Change led her to 

a deep personal engagement with nature. As she 

says, 

'I have a deeper understanding of 

interdependency. I'm no longer a tourist. The 

beauty of creation is linked to the beauty of 

self: it can't be separated.'

Through her outdoor experiences on the Natural 
Change programme, Rosa describes how she 

experienced a personal healing of grief. 'It was 

deeply liberating' she says, 

'a massive healing. I came back a different 

shape - it was a good shape. Space, 
silence, creation itself did the healing. 

Creation was bigger than it all.'

Rosa describes how this experience of healing left 

her with more energy to put into her work. As the 

NC programme was coming to an end, Rosa's 

organisation, the GTCS, was preparing to revise 

the Professional Standards that would be required 

of teachers in the future. Inspired by her 

experiences in nature, she approached the chief 

executive of the GTCS, and asked if she could 
establish a Learning for Sustainability sub-group to 

advise the writing groups for each Standard.

Because of his own concern for sustainability and 

the conversations Rosa had held at work about the 

NC project, her chief executive trusted that this 
was the right direction, and backed Rosa to form a 

'Sustainability Advisory Group' even though, as 

she says, 'none of us fully understood how this 

would work out in reality.'

The advisory group was made up of seven people 
- four of whom had participated in NC. Its remit 

was to advise writing groups who were working on 

the Professional Standards for teachers. In 

particular its role was to work out how to populate 

the Standards with Learning for Sustainability - as 
Rosa describes it, 'to put sustainability at the heart 

of [the Standards]; not as a subject but as a way of 

being.'

Now the Standards are completed and Rosa says

'Learning for Sustainability permeates as a 
thread throughout every Standard (5). It is an 

attitude and a disposition. This is now 

regarded as groundbreaking work in 

Europe. As far as we know, no other country 

has given such a profile to Learning for 
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Sustainability within their teaching 

Standards.'

The Sustainability Advisory Group is still ongoing. 

Its role now will be to write 

guidance for implementation of 
the Standards, to have an 

advisory role in 

implementation, to research 

the testing of the Standards in 

schools and to present findings 
at conferences.

Because of Rosa's 

participation in NC, she was 

appointed to the Scottish 

Government Minister for 
Learning's ‘One Planet 

Schools Working Group’, 

which produced the Learning 

for Sustainability report in 2012 (6).

The report recommended that Learning for 
Sustainability and outdoor learning should be the 

entitlement of every learner in Scotland. These 

recommendations have now been accepted in full 

by the Minister.

From her involvement in the Learning for 
Sustainability report (6), Rosa has been invited to 

be on the National Implementation Board which 

will help put all of the report's recommendations 

into practice.

The experience Rosa has gained through NC, and 

the relationships she has built, have led her to 

become involved with ‘Learning for Sustainability 

Scotland’ (7) Scotland's new UN Regional Centre of 

Expertise on Education for Sustainable 

Development. She has also 
spoken at national conferences 

on Learning for Sustainability 
(8) (9).

However as well as her work at 

a national level, Rosa also 
recognises the need to share 

her understandings with the 

people in her own 

organisation. Recently, she 

invited fellow NC participant, 
Morag Watson from WWF 

Scotland to run a Common 

Cause workshop about values, 

for the whole workforce at 

GTCS (10) - 'this is about shifting a culture' she 
says. She adds,

'We are explaining about Learning for 

Sustainability to the people in our 

organisation so they can understand and 

explain it to people who ask what it is about.'

Rosa's experiences on NC inspired her work for 

sustainability. They have also helped her put her 

inspiration into practice. She says that the 

relationships she developed with other participants 

helped her to work closely in partnership with them 
especially in the One Planet Schools Working 

EVIDENCE of NATURAL CHANGE - Case studies from the Scottish education sector

                                                                                                                                                                              MARGARET KERR & DAVID KEY © 2013 • All Rights Reserved PAGE 8



Group and the GTCS Sustainability Advisory 

Group. 'Because these relationships were there', 

she says,

'we could work more deeply...The personal 

relationships I made in NC informed this 
work and these were shaped by personal 

transformation.'

Reflections and Summary
As a result of her experiences on Natural Change, 

and the relationships she built with fellow 
participants, Rosa has engaged in educational 

policy work for sustainability at a national level. 

Her work has helped ensure that Learning for 

Sustainability will be at the heart of all teacher and 

pupil education in Scotland in the future, 'not as a 
subject, but as a way of being.'

Rosa’s work with the Sustainability Advisory Group 

and the Learning for Sustainability report (6) took 
place within the context of changes which were 

happening in the Scottish education system at the 

time. For a more detailed explanation of this 

context, see Appendix A.
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TWO: Eric Burton

Introduction
At the time of his participation 

in the 2010 Natural Change 

programme, Eric was 

Education Officer for 16+ 
Choices and Enterprise in West Lothian Council.

He now works as Project Coordinator for Rural 

Connect, West Lothian (11). Rural Connect aims to 

engage with people who live in West Lothian to 

help them connect to their rural environment.

He is also now an active member of his own local 

community's 'Futures Group' which works to 

improve the quality of life for people who live in the 

West Lothian villages of Stoneyburn and Bents (12).

Eric's story
The process of change began to take off for Eric at 

the second Natural Change residential, where the 

focus shifted from personal healing to social 

action. In an activity which asked participants to 

imagine the worst and best case scenarios for the 
future of a place they knew well, Eric produced a 

drawing of his own village.

He said: 

'I've still got it, the monochrome drawing of 

my village... I got involved in community and 
began to, through the Futures group say 

aye, we can do these changes... I was able 

to take my drawing and begin to add colour 

to it.'

As a result of his involvement with envisaging and 

putting into action a better future for his own 

community, Eric retired from his job at the council, 
and applied for a post as manager of a new project 

- Rural Connect West Lothian - which aims to 

reconnect people in West Lothian to their local 

rural environment.

The project that Eric now manages has a wide 
reach into all sectors of the community. It is, as 

Eric says, about education and knowledge of the 

natural world

'but it's also about the social part... about 

affecting different groups... who aren't 
getting acceptance in society.'

He sees the influence of this project stretching 

across all stages of life:

'I can impact way early doors with mothers 

and toddlers. I can maybe reinforce it in 
primary school, I can reinforce it in 

secondary schools, and then I can cross the 

barriers into special needs schools... And of 

course looking at education for life... We've 

got twelve old age pensioners coming in to 
do gardening, and we're saying... If you do 

another three hours you can become a 

student at college. And for them, it's like 

wow!’
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Although Eric manages the Rural Connect project, 

and is passionately committed to its aims, he is 

clear that the specific directions it takes are 

steered by the needs of the participants. As he 

says, 

'We're not defining the programme. They're 

defining it - they are saying “this is what we 

want to go and do”.’

Eric sees the project's 

effect on people's 
psychological well being. 

He says 

'Environmental 

working. It's good for 

people. It's good for 
people with mental 

health problems, for 

building confidence, for 

leadership skills... It's the weave I talked 

about.’

'The weave' refers to some work Eric did on the 

second Natural Change residential, where he 

made a woven sculpture. This came to serve as a 

map for how he could help communities heal 

through working together in the natural 
environment. He says

‘I think we've got a chance to weave this 

pattern now... That's how I see this job. 

Different people weaving with me.'

He also talks of how he could see the learning 

methods of NC being applied in the future 

'If you got key people that are leaders in 

communities and within groups into that 

pedagogy, it would quickly begin to change 
communities.’

For Eric, the community formed through Natural 

Change has helped offset 

the loneliness of being in 

a leadership role. Finding 
that 

'there are other leaders 

who feel the same... 

And you think - oh I've 

got some support 
here...And something  

they say makes you 

think a bit deeper.'

He values the stimulus that the NC community and 

outdoor practices have given him to think more 
deeply about his work. He now sees this deeper 

engagement as an absolute necessity for himself 

and for the benefit of all the community groups he 

is working with.

Eric refers to his experiences in Natural Change as 
a 'touchstone' for this deeper engagement. He 

says: 
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'I've got a lot to be thankful for with Natural 

Change... it came in my life and made me 

think again about what I was doing.'

Reflections and Summary
As a result of his experience in Natural Change, 
Eric is now managing a project where he can 

inspire and enable people from all generations, 

with diverse needs and abilities to work together 

for the benefit of their rural environment. As people 

work together in this project, they discover that 
they can help each other to heal and learn at the 

same time as helping their natural environment to 

flourish.
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THREE: Deborah 
Richardson-Webb

Introduction
Deborah participated in the 

2010 Natural Change 

programme. She works as 

Head of Performance Pedagogy at the Royal 
Conservatoire of Scotland (RCS). She devised and 

leads the undergraduate (BA) degree programme 

in Contemporary Performance Practice (CPP) at 

the Conservatoire.

Deborah's Story
From the beginning of her involvement with 

Natural Change, Deborah has, in her own 

words ‘woven and stitched’  her experiences on 

the NC programme into her professional practice. 

Working outside in different urban locations around 
Glasgow, and in a local country park have become 

important parts of the CPP curriculum.

Reflecting on her experience, she says 

'Sharing this journey that I was about to go 

on with NC felt like a very natural thing to do 
with the first year students I was teaching at 

the time. So they felt a bit invested in my 

journey and very curious about it... Their 

beginnings and my beginning of this 

process all became part of a journey that we 
seemed to be on together.

And then trying things out when I got back... 

Directly bringing it into my pedagogical 

approach. Just having a go at doing some 

things that I would normally have done 

inside, outside.’

Speaking of the influence that NC has had on her 

educational practice, Deborah says 

'It feels like it has been a really deep 

process, but it has brought me right back to 

a big reconnection with what I started all 

those years ago... when I was doing my 

degree in the late 70s and these amazing 
radical teachers I had... they shaped my 

pedagogy.'

As well as her work with students, Deborah has 

also been part of the Project Group of staff who 

were charged with leading the reform of the 
Conservatoire’s curriculum. The reforms are 

especially concerned with helping students 

develop an arts practice which has direct 

relevance to the world they live in, and where they 

can be leaders and advocates. 

Throughout her involvement with the curriculum 

reform group, Deborah used a method of enquiry 

from the NC programme, which focuses directly on 

needs - ‘the needs of the students, the needs of 

the institution’. She says that although this method 
was unfamiliar to the other group members, its 

effect was powerful in helping focus the meetings 

during the reform process. The curriculum reforms 

are now being implemented and Deborah says 

'There have been huge changes culturally in the 
institution as a result’.
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As part of the wider curriculum reform, Deborah 

was also working on redesigning her department's 

CPP programme. Because of her work on NC, she 

said ‘I felt like there were loads of things that... 

were becoming clearer and imperative' and that

'artists are going to be part of the solution... 

the ecological solution, to the crisis that 

we're facing... So 

we started gradually 

in presentations that 
we were making, 

just speaking about 

that crisis.' 

She says 

'If we're really 
serious about 

transformational 

education that we 

want to engage in the students here, then it 

has to be embedded in the curriculum.'

Informed by her experience of NC, Deborah 

created a radical new model for the path that 

students would follow through their four year 

course. The path is based on a model of the 

human self as an integral part of nature (13). It 
starts in the first year with an exploration of the 

artist’s personal history - a ‘personal archaeology’ 

called 'Digging from Where You Stand'; in the 

second year, students move out to test their arts 

practice in a variety of social contexts; in the third 
year, they identify the kinds of communities they 

might want to work in; in the final year, they 

explore the ecological context and implications of 

their work. This final year is called 'Living as 

though nature mattered'.

The RCS recently underwent an Enhancement 
Led Institutional Review at which Deborah gave a 

presentation about the redesign of the CPP 

programme. The 

Principal of the 

Conservatoire has 
asked for this 

presentation to be more 

widely disseminated to 

other external 

audiences.

She intends to follow up 

her work in developing 

an ecologically-centred 

curriculum with further 

research, writing and debate. She hopes that 
through this, she can engage the performance 

community in thinking about how performance is 

embedded in a wider ecological context. 

Through a combination of funding streams, all five 

staff members in Deborah's department have 
recently done a week's introduction to Natural 

Change course. This has introduced the potential 

for new ways of communication and practice 

development in her team.

Summing up the effects of her participation in NC, 
she describes the profound personal effect it has 
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had, alongside its impact on her work. 

‘It feels like I'm in the process of enlarging 

my heart. And it's kind of painful, but also 

joyous and also really crucial. I feel in this 

incredibly privileged position to be able to 
gather round me some real allies to go on 

the journey with.'

Reflections and Summary
As a result of her experiences on Natural Change, 

Deborah has radically redeveloped the curriculum 
of her degree course in Contemporary 

Performance Practice. The new course involves 

outdoor learning and methods from the NC 

approach throughout the curriculum. The 

philosophical model underlying the curriculum 
sees humans as an inseparable part of nature. 

The course helps artists to move from a 

perspective centred on their personal history in 

first year, to a perspective centred on their whole 

ecological context in the final year.
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FOUR: Sheila 
Smith

Introduction
Sheila participated in the 

2010 Natural Change 

programme. She works as 

Continuing Professional Development Officer in 
Education for West Lothian Council.

Since completing the Natural Change programme, 

she has embarked on a part-time postgraduate 

course in English Language and Linguistics.

Sheila' Story
Since participating in the NC programme, Sheila 

has become involved in several work areas which 

focus on sustainability and the relationships 

between humans and nature. In her role as CPD 

Officer, she has also become involved in 
supporting the ‘Teaching in Nature Project'  which 

is run by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH).

She has found that since her participation in 

Natural Change, she has an increased interest in 

West Lothian Council's priorities for environment, 
climate change and energy use. She is currently 

investigating ways in which she might help 

influence awareness of sustainability within the 

Council.

Also with fellow NC participants Rosa Murray, 
Valerie Drew and Morag Watson from WWF 

Scotland, she participated in the GTCS 

Sustainability Advisory Group that contributed to 

the One Planet Schools Working Group's Learning 

for Sustainability report (6). She is committed to 

continuing involvement with the group as the 

report moves into its implementation phase.

However, for Sheila, the biggest change resulting 
from her experiences is in the direction she has 

decided to take in academic and research work. 

'what the NC process has done for me is, 

it's just expanded my mind. I feel I have got 

a much bigger understanding of things, of a 
lot of different areas: the world, the 

environment, psychology, the way we relate 

to it...'

This expanded understanding has led her to 

embark on a fascinating journey - to study the role 
of language in shaping our culture and ourselves. 

Sheila says that the communications aspects of 

NC, particularly the blogging 

'opened a creative outlet and made me think 

much more about language... it was almost 
like we were developing a language.'

Shortly after the NC programme finished, with 

Rosa Murray, and Valerie Drew, she presented a 

paper on her experiences of Natural Change, at a 

national conference (8), where she focused on the 
role of language and metaphor in her NC 

experiences. She then decided to follow up this 

interest by enrolling in a postgraduate course in 

linguistics. She hopes to research how insights 

from the study of how language is used might help 
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our culture to 'retreat from' its unsustainable 

relationship to our natural environment.

She feels that this will be the major focus of her 

contribution and says 

'I can imagine the next stage of my life... 
Widening my 

horizons in 

certain things 

that the 

university 
environment 

would have to 

give me, but 

trying to knit that 

into some sort of 
integrated work, 

an integrated 

message in the 

end, that would 

be useful to people.'

'It's about trying to uncouple the language 

and the representational and symbolic 

models that we've got so that we can look 

with a fresh critical awareness at things. And 

challenge. And challenge the world.'

Reflections and Summary
As a result of her participation in NC, Sheila 

became a member of the GTCS Sustainability 

Advisory Group and contributed to the Learning for 

Sustainability report (6). She is also actively 
involved in raising awareness of and engagement 

in sustainability in her work with West Lothian 

Council. However, potentially the most far-reaching 

result of NC for Sheila has been that she is now 

engaged in postgraduate study of how our culture 

can use language to help us retreat from our 
unsustainable relationship to our natural 

environment.

Sheila’s work with the Sustainability Advisory 

Group and the Learning for Sustainability report (6) 

took place within the context of changes which 

were happening in the Scottish education system 
at the time. For a more detailed explanation of this 

context, see Appendix A.
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FIVE: Valerie Drew

Introduction
Valerie participated in the 

2010 Natural Change Project. 

She works as a Lecturer in 

Professional Education at the 
University of Stirling, where she teaches on the 

MSc in Professional Enquiry and MSc in 

Educational Leadership programmes.

Her research interests span professional learning 

and curriculum. She has just completed a 
doctorate in Education. In her doctoral research 

she explored the role of imagination and creativity 

in educational policy and curriculum.

Valerie's Story
Throughout the NC programme, Valerie 
documented her experiences in photographs as 

well as words: she closely observed the shapes of 

the land and sea and made land art sculptures. 

Through these images, she made sense of her 

own experiences, and linked them to broader 
philosophical ideas.

She says

'I developed my thinking through noticing in 

natural surroundings... then I've taken that 

into my research, and through into my 
teaching as well.'

'I've used images to explain my thinking 

about the concepts that I was using to 

analyse the data in my thesis. I'm now 

looking at using that in my research with 

others.'

With Rosa Murray and Sheila Smith, she 

presented a paper on her experiences of Natural 
Change at a national conference (8). In this, she 

focused on the role of creativity and imagination in 

her learning.

As well as her research, Valerie develops courses 

for teachers at Stirling University, for example the 
certificate in Advanced Practice. As a result of her 

experience on NC she developed a course 

component which challenged people to think about 

the role of sustainability in professional practice, 

and led to the creation of a collaborative wiki. In 
the module, she used educational methods from 

NC which, as Valerie says were designed to 

'disrupt people's thinking' and 'challenge them to 

think about things from different perspectives'.

Valerie included an outdoor element in this module 
as she says 

'Being outside is something that I found has 

really been quite transformative because it 

changed the way I was thinking about 

things.'

She is aware of the need to introduce new ways of 

learning gradually - 'If you do things gradually, 

people start to become interested' and of ‘leaving 

spaces for people to think and things to 

happen...You don't have to say "here's five things 
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you need to know about sustainability" you say 

"what do you think about this?" She has found, in 

researching the effects of the module, that this way 

of learning about sustainability stimulated 

participants' interest, helped them to engage with 
topics they would normally avoid, and ‘shifted their 

thinking'.

Valerie's engagement with NC and her 

development of the 

university course has 
helped her build 

professional 

relationships with other 

members of staff who are 

working in the area of 
sustainability. It has also 

helped her capture the 

interest of other 

colleagues who were not 

already engaged with 
sustainability. As she says

'Sometimes people who haven't come 

through as a “green person” intrigue other 

people who weren't previously interested.'

With fellow NC participants Rosa Murray, Sheila 
Smith and Morag Watson from WWF Scotland, 

she participated in the GTCS Sustainability 

Advisory Group and contributed to the Learning for 

Sustainability report (6). She saw one of her key 

roles in this group as helping to develop 'an 
aspirational message' for teachers who are not 

familiar with the subject of sustainability - to ask 

'how do we encourage people to come on 

board... to want to become involved and see 

that this is something that they need to be 

thinking about?’

From her work with the Sustainability Advisory 

Group, Valerie believes passionately that the 

Learning for 

Sustainability element of 

the revised GTCS 
Professional Standards 
(5) should be accessible 

to all teachers, whatever 

their subject area. She 

says

‘you don't have to 

have a huge amount 

of specialised 

knowledge... Everyone can promote or 

encourage these positive things... It's caring 
about what you do. It's asking people to 

care. It's engaging people in thinking about 

it. You don't need to be able to tell them why 

it's important. They can go and find that out 

for themselves. And in fact it's more 
important that they do.’

Looking back on her experiences of NC, Valerie 

says that the programme has had ‘a profound 

influence’ on her educational practice. She says
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'It's given me more confidence to know 

that... if you set something up with the right 

kind of principles, then things will happen... 

if you capture people's imagination... then 

they will engage’.

Reflections and Summary
Valerie has used the pedagogical approaches she 

came across in the NC programme to challenge 

her own students and help them see their attitudes 

to sustainability from a different perspective. The 
programme has also helped her to explore the role 

of creativity and imagination in learning, as part of 

her research. Alongside other participants from 

Natural Change, Valerie helped shape the 

Learning for Sustainability report (6) through the 
GTCS Sustainability Advisory Group. Here, her 

passion was to help make Learning for 

Sustainability accessible to all teachers - in 

particular, those with no specialist knowledge of 

the subject.

Valerie’s work with the Sustainability Advisory 

Group and the Learning for Sustainability report (6) 

took place within the context of changes which 
were happening in the Scottish education system 

at the time. For a more detailed explanation of this 

context, see Appendix A.
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SIX: Roseleen 
Shanley

Introduction
At the time of her participation 

in the 2008 Natural Change 

Project, Roseleen was 

Principal Teacher of Religious, Moral and 
Philosophical Studies (RMPS) at Bucksburn 

Academy, a comprehensive school in 

Aberdeenshire.

She now works as Leader for Sustainability and 

Citizenship at Bucksburn Academy as well as 
teaching RMPS and Biology and taking John Muir 

Outdoor Learning Classes. She also works two 

and a half days a week as a Development Officer 

for Pupil Voice and Global Citizenship in Aberdeen 

City Council.

Roseleen's Story
Since participating in the NC project, five years 

ago, Roseleen has inspired and created a diverse 

range of projects and initiatives for sustainability. 

She has done this by working with pupils at her 
school, Bucksburn Academy, and collaborating 

with local and international communities.

Soon after completing the NC project, with the 

pupils at Bucksburn, Roseleen established a 

collaboration with the National Trust for Scotland. 
This involved working at National Trust properties 

to build paths, clear overgrown shrubs and plant 

native flowers and trees. The work resulted in the 

pupils and their teachers gaining John Muir 

Awards. The pupils also won an award for 

‘Working in the Community’.

Following on from this work, the pupils and staff at 

Bucksburn Academy developed a model for 

sustainable lifestyles in consultation with the local 
community. This model became known as the 

Bucksburn Community Sustainability Model 

(BCSM) and involved all generations working 

together. Attaining the John Muir Award is built in 

to the model.

The school is working with Aberdeen University to 

research the development of pupils' leadership 

skills in the Community Sustainability Model. The 

Model has attracted national interest, and further 

details can be found in the One Planet Schools 
report, published by WWF (14).

The Model was first tried out in a local wood - 

Sclattie Wood. Pupils, teachers, parents, 

community and business groups worked together 

to tidy up the wood, build a path, put up bat and 
bird boxes, plant bulbs and plants and create an 

outdoor classroom. The project involved staff from 

the National Trust for Scotland, RSPB and SNH. 

Roseleen says that the outdoor classroom is 

available to 'all subject departments, bringing 
outdoor experience to the heart of the school.'

Pupils are also using the BCSM to research 

alternative, non-carbon energy sources as part of 

a European project. Through the Comenius 

Project, Bucksburn Academy has formed links with 
schools and colleges in Germany, Norway, 
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Sweden and The Netherlands. The young people 

involved are investigating renewable forms of 

energy in their own countries, and sharing what 

they find out with their European partners. 

Ultimately, the project aims to create leaders who 
will initiate the change to renewables in their 

countries.

Pupils presented 

results of this 

ongoing work to a 
Scottish audience 

of delegates from 

industry, 

education, 

environmental 
groups, community 

and local 

government at the 

'Re-thinking 

Energy' 
conference in March 2012 (15).

This conference helped to generate support for the 

pupils in their research.

Roseleen and her pupils have also attended 

national and international conferences on 
renewable energies. They have visited innovative 

community initiatives in other European countries 

and formed partnerships with renewable energy 

companies and training agencies.

The work which has come out of the Community 
Sustainability Model has brought many people 

together around common goals. Roseleen says 

that in all this work, she has received 

'Huge support from colleagues at school, 

business partners, community members, 

parents and pupils...'

She cites her 

experience on the 

NC project as the 

inspiration for her 

work in 
sustainability and 

says that she is 

now 

'Committed to 

teaching 
sustainability 

and citizenship 

where young 

people become the leaders and catalysts for 

encouraging others to live in a more 
sustainable way.'

Reflections and Summary
As a result of her involvement in Natural Change, 

Roseleen has helped create and implement an 

innovative model which helps all generations 
engage with community sustainability projects. Her 

experience has also led to young people from her 

school becoming involved in a European project 

designed to create leaders who can help develop 

renewable energy strategies for Scotland in the 
future.
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THEMES

There are a number of common themes in the 

work that participants are undertaking as a result 

of their experiences on the Natural Change 

Project. Not all the participants' case studies show 

all the themes, but there is a good deal of common 
ground in the kinds of action for sustainability that 

they illustrate.

The main themes are listed on the right. The 

participants that the themes are strongly relevant 

to are listed in brackets after each theme.

• INFLUENCING POLICY:

reforming educational policy and curricula to 

prioritise sustainable living, outdoor learning and 

ecological awareness.

(Rosa Murray, Valerie Drew, Sheila Smith, 
Roseleen Shanley, Debby Richardson-Webb)

• CREATING PROFESSIONAL NETWORKS:

developing networks of professional 

relationships to promote Learning for 

Sustainability.
(All participants)

• COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT:
bringing communities together to work for their 

local natural environment. 

(Roseleen Shanley, Eric Burton)

• ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT:
influencing organisational culture to raise 

awareness of sustainability. 

(All participants)

• CONDUCTING RESEARCH:
investigating how human culture can positively 

influence our current ecological predicament.

(Valerie Drew, Sheila Smith, Roseleen Shanley, 

Debby Richardson Webb)

• EXTENDING SKILLS:
introducing new experiential ways of learning to 

their own students.

(Valerie Drew, Eric Burton, Roseleen Shanley, 

Debby Richardson Webb)
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CONCLUSION

Taking an overview of the stories and themes 

presented in this study, we can conclude that the 

Natural Change Project has increased participants' 

engagement with action for ecological 

sustainability. It has led to a shift in their priorities, 
away from solely human welfare, towards the 

wellbeing of the planet. And it has influenced their 

educational practice.

The focus of data collection in this study was on 

changes affecting participants' professional, rather 
than personal, lives. Also, to protect privacy, 

details of personal change were omitted from the 

narratives unless participants felt it was important 

that they were included. However, despite these 

necessary limitations it can be seen that personal, 
cultural and structural change were often closely 

interrelated in participants' narratives, and that 

change happened on all these levels.

In 2010, the Scottish Government published a 

report: Learning for Change: Scotland’s Second 
Action Plan for the UN Decade of Education for 

Sustainable Development (ESD) (2).

The report sets out the following aims:

'Our aim is that by 2014, people in Scotland 

will have developed the knowledge, 
understanding, skills and values to live 

sustainable lives.

We want to see a Scotland where: 

Learning for sustainable development is 

fully integrated into all stages of the formal 

education system

There are lifelong opportunities to learn 

The sustainable development message is 
understood and acted upon

We share our skills, expertise and resources 

through strong networks and 

partnerships.’ (p3)

The evidence presented in this study suggests that 
the Natural Change Project has made a significant 

contribution to these aims.

The Action Plan also sets out goals for the 

remaining years up to 2014 and beyond:

'We will focus over the next few years on 
working together to:

Build on the momentum created in the first 

half of the decade

Celebrate our successes

Develop networks to share experiences 
skills and ideas and offer support

Look for new and innovative approaches to 

ESD

Support the development of leadership in 

ESD.’ (p9)

We hope and believe that Natural Change will 

make a significant contribution to these goals in 

the future.
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APPENDIX A

In November 2011 Dr Alasdair Allan, Scottish 

Government Minister for Learning, Science and 

Scotland’s Languages, asked for a working group 

to be established. The purpose of the group would 

be to make recommendations on how Learning for 
Sustainability could be embedded in the 

curriculum, campus, culture and community of 

every Scottish school. This group became known 

as the One Planet Schools Working Group (a).

During 2012, the General Teaching Council for 
Scotland (GTCS) also began revising the 

Professional Standards required of all teachers in 

Scottish state schools. The Professional Standards 

shape teacher training and continuing professional 

development for qualified teachers, who must re-
accredit every five years.

Writing Groups were established to produce the 

revised Standards. As described in this report, an 

additional group, which became known as the 

Sustainability Advisory Group, was also 
established to advise on embedding Learning for 

Sustainability in the Professional Standards. As a 

result, Learning for Sustainability in now a core 

principle of all the Professional Standards (b).

In November 2012, the One Planet Schools 
Working Group submitted the Learning for 

Sustainability report (c) to the Minister, making 32 

recommendations. In March 2013 the Minister 

published his response accepting all 32 

recommendations in whole or in principle (d). In 

September 2013 an Implementation Group will be 

convened to put these recommendations into 

action.

The acceptance of the 32 recommendations made 
in the Learning for Sustainability report and the 

prominence of Learning for Sustainability in the 

Professional Standards make Scotland unique in 

its commitment to Learning for Sustainability. 

Scotland has now become a world leader in 
reorienting its formal education system to support 

the emergence of a sustainable society.

The Natural Change Project for leaders in 

education had a fundamental impact on this 

process.
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