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Abstract 

 

In current media and within coping research related to environmental problems many voices are 

emphasizing the danger of students being left in despair after have learned about environmental 

issues. The present study examined the effects on students who had participated in 

environmental education that originally was implemented through a sustainable development 

project. Qualitative interviews were conducted in order to investigate which environmental 

problems the students emphasized. The different coping strategies students used in order to deal 

with worries concerning these issues were identified through a thematic analysis of transcribed 

interviews.  

The findings of the present study showed that the Ugandan students were worried about 

themselves and their closest being affected by locally created environmental problems. They 

generally expressed to handle these worries by performing and planning for actions to decrease 

impact of the problems or by trusting politicians, environmental organizations and education and 

these actors ability to solve these issues. The Ugandan children showed to possibly have come 

some steps towards being action competent, were partly hopeful about the future environment 

and some of them possibly had a belief that they could make a difference to the outcome of these 

problems. 

The results were analyzed in relation to theories about coping and hope which could be 

related to environmental problems. The findings were also discussed in relation to a theory about 

action competence and similar studies about children’s coping with global issues made in 

countries all over the world. The importance of an environmental education that gives hope to 

students was highlighted. In parallel, a more local perspective in Swedish environmental 

education together with an enlargement of Swedish students’ relation to nature was suggested to 

improve students will and ability to act in solving environmental problems. 

 

 

Keywords: MFS, Didactics, Elementary students, Uganda, Qualitative interviews, Sustainable 

development, Coping, Action competence 
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Background 

The international work for sustainable development is directed by the UN (Persson & Persson, 

2011, p. 198). The year of 2005-2014 was elected to the UN’s decade of education for sustainable 

development with the purpose of integrating principles and values (Ibid., p. 203-205).The 

Swedish education system has signed up for contributing to sustainable development. This 

mission, which is clearly formulated in the national curriculum, is a part of the international 

vision (Myndigheten för skolutveckling, 2004, p. 8). 

When looking at what aspect of sustainable development that mass media today is focusing 

on, you can see that climate change is currently the most debated environmental issue (Boykoff , 

2009). The aspect of climate change that media publicity often highlights is different type of 

warnings and alarms. Possibilities and progress in moving towards a sustainable world society 

seems not be given much space in the media today (Ibid.). Peake and Smith (2009, p. 206) claim 

that the most essential thing with sustainable development is that people believe in opportunities 

to address environmental issues. One can thus, wonder how this negative focus in media affects 

young people, the ones who should continue the struggle of turning the world society towards 

sustainability. 

Previous studies regarding education for sustainable development have traditionally been 

based on a teacher perspective (Cross, 1998; Sund, 2008, p. 16-18).Therefore studies which 

instead explore the individual student’s perspective, and thereby focus on what the students 

themselves experience concerning their education for a better future, is needed. In addition 

climate change seems to be the most studied environmental issue regarding studies of how 

children respond or cope with information they have enlarged from sustainable development 

education (Ojala, 2010, p. 52, 63; Ojala, 2012b; Ojala, 2012c). Studies of how children deal with 

awareness about other environmental problems are therefore needed to complement research of 

sustainable development. 

The concept of sustainability has today a central part in local and global political actions 

(Peake & Smith, 2009, p. 206). Many organizations working for reducing environmental issues in 

developing countries are trying to alleviate poverty while conserving the environment (Sayer & 

Campbell, 2004, p. 3). One of the organizations working for sustainable development in 

developing countries is the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF). The Lake Victoria Catchment 

Environmental Education Program (LVCEEP) has been carried out in Uganda by WWF in 

cooperation with Nature Uganda, with the purpose of teaching values, behavior and the life style 

necessary for reaching sustainable development (WWF, 2010, p. 12). How children cope with the 

awareness of environmental issues is highly important to think about when it comes to education 

for sustainable development. In order for the education system all over the world to help children 
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deal with emotions and thoughts that follows with awareness, the system needs to be conscious 

about how children are affected and how they respond to education for sustainable development. 

One of the goals with the LVCEEP is to empower individuals (WWF, 2010, p. 7). Through 

this study it will be possible to find out how the Ugandan students have responded to the 

sustainable development education implemented into the model schools. Swedish education as 

well as education intuitions all over the world could benefit from this study and its presentation 

of how these students have responded and cope with knowledge they have gained mostly from 

education for sustainable development. The aim of this study is to understand how some 

students in Uganda are affected by their knowledge about different environmental problems. The 

effects will be investigated in terms of both how the children cope with their emotions and what 

they think of the future in relation to these problems. 

 

 

http://www.wwf.se/source.php/1421847/lvceep%20profile%20final.pdf
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Theoretical framework 

Theory of coping 

One of the essential theories this study is founded on is the theory regarding coping created by 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984, p. 3-4). As a result of Lazarus & Folkman’s (1985, 1988) different 

studies, a definition of coping as the “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to 

manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the 

resources of the person” was developed (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141).  This definition deals 

with what the person actually thinks or does in a specific context and with changes in these 

thoughts and actions (Ibid., p. 178). This coping theory can not only be used in relation to how 

people deal with stressful threats regarding their personal lives but also when it comes to coping 

with different social problems (Ibid., p. 3-4). Lazarus and Folkman (1984, p. 22) state that the 

concept of appraisal is essential to any theory of psychological stress and coping. Cognitive 

appraisal is defined as the process of categorizing an encounter and its different aspects, with 

respect to its significance for well-being. One basic distinction between the two main evaluative 

steps of appraisal, primary appraisal and secondary appraisal is made in the theory. The primary 

appraisal concerns whether one is in trouble or being benefitted by the encounter. During the 

second appraisal one evaluates if there is possibility that something can be done about the 

situation and what that might be. That is consequently where the different strategies for coping 

come in (Ibid., p. 31). 

The first coping strategy found by Lazarus and Folkman (1984, p. 152) is problem-focused coping, 

which is similar to strategies used for problem solving. This means, problem-focused efforts 

often concentrate on defining the problem, generating alternative solutions, analyzing the 

alternatives in terms of their costs and benefits, and then finally choosing among them and act 

according to the chosen solution. Problem-solving is not the only problem-oriented strategy that 

problem-focused coping consist of, it also includes other cognitive strategies that are directed 

inward and not focused on solving problems with the surroundings (Ibid.). 

The second coping strategy, which also is included in the cognitive process during secondary 

appraisal, is emotion-focused coping. Within this strategy cognitive processes are directed at reducing 

the emotional distress. This approach includes strategies such as avoidance, minimization, 

distancing, selective attention, positive comparisons, and gaining positive value from negative 

events.  Many of these strategies originate from theories about defensive processes that are used 

in nearly every type of stressful encounter. Some of the strategies within emotion-focused coping 

are however directed at increasing emotional distress. For example, some individuals first need to 
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experience their distress by for instance engaging in self-blame or some other form of self-

punishment, before they can experience relief (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 150). 

Park and Folkman (1997) later complemented the coping theory with a third strategy, meaning-

focused coping. This a appraisal-based coping strategy,  where the person is focusing on his or her 

beliefs, values and existential goals in order to motivate and sustain coping and well-being during 

a difficult time. The cognitive reappraisal processes this type of coping is based on consist of 

transforming appraised meaning either by modifying the meaning of an event or by modifying 

relevant beliefs and goals so it accommodates the event (Park & Folkman, 1997; Folkman, 2008). 

In difference to emotion-focused coping, where the purpose is to get rid of negative emotions, 

meaning-focused coping is used in order to gain positive emotions. Folkman (2008) claims that 

positive emotions have important adaptation significance and such emotions are generated by 

identifiable coping processes. Five categories of meaning-focused coping have been identified 

(Ibid.). The first strategy is benefit finding which includes searching for actual or believed 

benefits in life. The awareness of benefits can work as an important resource for coping as it 

restores self-confidence in people. When using the second strategy, benefit reminding, the person 

reminds himself/herself of possible benefits deriving from the stressful experience. To remind 

oneself of high goals in life can help sustain efforts to achieve them even when they are 

threatened. The third strategy is using adaptive goal processes. One of the more common 

responses to stressful events is recognizing that priorities need to be reordered. This strategy can 

deliberate or not, but the awareness of what matters at the moment, is an essential factor in 

formulating goals and determining strategies for coping. Finally the infusing of ordinary events 

with positive meaning was identified as a strategy. In this case the desire to feel good takes on 

critical importance for maintaining well-being during difficult times (Ibid.). Coping processes 

depend at least partly on the person having hope for the desired outcome. Hope in turn is 

associated with positive emotions that depend on cognitive coping processes like the meaning-

focused strategies (Folkman, 2010, p. 902-903).  

 

Theory of hope 

In the present study Snyder´s (1999, p. 207) theory of hope is also applied, where hope is a 

thinking process in which people have a goal-directed determination (agency) and are planning of 

ways to meet goals (pathways). This definition is cognitive, in contrast to many other models for 

hope which usually are emotion-based. The motivational concept of hope is formed by three 

aspects together; agency, pathways and goals. The senses of agency and pathways are not 

synonymous; instead they are additive, mutual and positively related. Both a sense of agency and 

pathways must be operative in order to maintain movement towards life goals and both factors 

are necessary to define hope, since neither of them alone is adequate. Moreover, like at all stages 

of goal-directed behavior, hope does not just cause one way of thinking, the reproduction of one 
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agency/pathway thought continue and build on another (Ibid.). According to Ojala (2012a) is 

hope thinking concerned with both ideas and feelings for the future and therefore holds both 

cognitive and emotional dimensions. Meaning-focused coping together with problem-focused 

strategies are seen as the abilities to come up with pathways to reach desired goals (Ibid.). 

The hope of children has been further examined by Snyder (1997) and resulted in the concept 

of a children’s hope scale. Children’s hope is through this concept defined in the same way as the 

overall hope concept, to be consisting of the three aspects; goals, pathways and agency. Both 

positive and negative emotions in children are reflected by the occurrences of successful or 

unsuccessful goal following. High-hope children learn how to find pathways to their goals and 

remain mentally focused on those goals, most likely under the encouragement of different role 

models. The high-hope way of thinking, which rises when dealing successfully with obstacles, is 

similar to the process of immunization. With this means that as children handle hindrances to 

early childhood goals, they are possible protected by their hopeful thinking pattern when 

following difficulties are experienced (Ibid.). 

 

Coping strategies related to environmental problems 

It is impossible to understand the concept of coping without reference to the situation of 

occurrence, since coping changes from the foreseen to the result stages of a stressful encounter 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 174). Consequently a study that examines coping related to 

environmental problems should also presuppose from theories specifically related to these 

aspects. Ojala (2007, 2012c) has through her studies identified several different strategies young 

people and children use for coping with global environmental problems, which also are related to 

the maintaining of hope.  

In 2009 Ojala (2012c) found that the participants of the study used meaning-focused, 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies to deal with their worries about climate 

change. The first meaning-focused strategy that has been identified is “positive reappraisal”. This 

strategy consists of the person trying to reframe the specific situation as to focus on positive 

aspects although not denying the problem. Mostly this is done by putting things in a historical 

perspective; this means for example emphasizing the fact that other problem has been solved 

through history. People who use this strategy sometimes reason that when negative effects of the 

climate change will become more visible, people will finally put in effort into solving the 

problem. The second meaning-focused strategy is named “positive thinking/existential hope”. 

When using this strategy young people try to think about the problem in a hopeful way although 

acknowledging the threat, but without putting hope to any specific aspect of the issue. The third 

meaning-focused strategy is “trust in sources outside oneself”. Users of this strategy trust in 

science, technological development or environmentally active people and organizations. They can 

also put their trust into politics, the business sector or faith in God (Ojala, 2012c). 
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Ojala (2012c) has through her study identified both individual and collective strategies 

children and youths use to deal with worries, in a problem-focused way. The first individual 

strategy is “preparatory actions” which includes thinking about the problem, searching for 

information about what one can do and making plans about what to do. The second is “direct 

actions”, consisting of doing environmental friendly things in everyday life, like recycling or 

bicycling to school. This strategy also includes the action of informing other people about how to 

live environmental friendly. As a way to deal with climate change, which is a collective problem, 

people can also reason that if all of us (including oneself) work together to fight the problem, 

then things will turn out well in the end (Ibid.). 

Ojala (2012c) has also indentified different kinds of emotion-focused strategies that children 

use in relation to the climate threat. Four main strategies have been identified: de-emphasizing 

the seriousness of the climate problem, distancing oneself from the problem, turning to social 

support and in a few cases hyper activation. The ones who are “de-empasizing the seriousness of 

the problem” think that climate change is an exaggerated, none-existing, natural problem. Some 

also use egocentric thinking where they look at the threat as not concerning themselves. Others 

use relativization when comparing climate change to other in their opinion more important 

threats. Others can be “distancing themselves from the problem”, i.e. they do not deny the 

problem but instead distance themselves from negative emotions evoked by the threat. This is 

done by either distraction or avoidance (which both could be cognitive or behavioral). Those 

who are “turning to social support” try to regulate their worries by talking to other people or just 

seeking their company. Finally “hyperactivation” is a less common strategy where the young 

people, instead of trying to decrease worry about climate change, increase negative emotions 

through an elevated awareness and a passive focus on the threat. This could for example be done 

through rumination, by expressing helplessness or even through a sort of fatalism (Ojala, 2012c). 

 

Action competence 

In this study the theory of action competence is taken account of. This theory describes the 

relationship between the concept of coping and environmental education, as it intends to make 

education resulting in students’ gaining coping strategies to deal with environmental problems. 

Schnack (1996, p. 15) defines action competence as the “capability – based on critical thinking 

and incomplete knowledge – to involve yourself as a person with other persons in responsible 

actions and counter-actions for a more humane world”. The concept of action competence 

illustrates the development of someone’s ability and will to take part in the democratic process 

regarding man’s exploitation and dependence of natural resources (Breiting & Mogensen, 1999). 

The first step towards gaining action competence is for the student to gain insight into the social 

and structural problems and conflicts of interest that underlie environmental problems. Secondly 

the student must possess ownership and act of will to work for change and solve environmental 
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problems. Pursuant to previous two steps the student must then actually take action to achieve 

change (Lundegård & Wickman, 2007).  

   Jensen and Schnack (1997) divide the concept into four different components: 

knowledge/insight (about what the problems are, how they arose and possibilities for solving 

them), commitment (by promoting motivation and drive), visions (of how conditions one would 

like to change should look like in the future) and action experiences (through concrete actions 

during teaching) (Ibid.). When using this approach in environmental education, the idea is to 

benefit students here and now and make them better prepared for coping with environmental 

problems in the future. This aim differs some from mainstream environmental education where 

the goal instead is to save the environment here and now through student’s changed behavior. 

Students who have gained action competence are more willing to deal with solving environmental 

problems and also believe themselves to have increased their possibilities to influence because of 

their gained knowledge (Breiting & Mogensen, 1999). To value the outcome of education with an 

action competence approach, it must be evaluated in according to the way it has developed the 

students’ ability in a democratic way, which means they should have formed their own criteria for 

decision making and choice of action (Ibid.).  
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Previous studies 

General studies of education for sustainable development 

Education for sustainable development (ESD) has been widely studied during the last decade. 

Cross (1998) interviewed teachers both in the US and in Scotland to investigate their views about 

sustainable development. In the study the teachers expressed real concerns about the students 

countering a “learned helplessness” during education about environmental problems. The 

teachers handled these worries by deliberate avoiding introducing environmental issues, 

something that according to Cross (1998) might lead to a sense of fatalism among the students. 

Hicks and Bord (2001) has further studied the effect of different teaching methods used when 

teaching about environmental problems. They express the worry that many educators might 

make things worse for students by only teaching them facts about global issues. If cognitive 

aspects are being given more attention during education than the affective there is a risk of it 

becoming natural for learners to resist their emotions or seeing it as part of the personal domain 

and not an integral element in the educational process. The importance of teachers’ ability to deal 

with the existential and emotional domain in order for promoting empowerment and action for 

change was also highlighted (Ibid.). These studies have in common that they both proceed from 

the teacher’s perspective (Cross, 1998; Hicks & Bord, 2001). In contrast, the present study 

examined the students’ experiences as expressed by themselves and thereby instead used the 

children’s perspective (Skivenes & Strandbu, 2006). Studies showing how students are affected by 

education about environmental issues are interesting in the relation to the present study since the 

aim was to investigate how some Ugandan children cope with emotions that arise in connection 

to learning about environmental problems. 

 

Studies of the effects of environmental education 

As has been mentioned earlier, studies investigating education about the environment has not 

been focusing on how the students are responding to their education. Although they are few, 

some studies have, however, emphasized the children’s experiences in this context by proceeding 

from the children’s perspective. Rogers and Tough’s (1996) research investigated the essential 

emotional dimensions regarding learning about global futures. The study resulted in the finding 

of five different stages of learning students went through as they explored future issues 

concerning the environment among others. Firstly Rogers and Tough (1996) found that some 

students felt cognitively overwhelmed by what they learned. Secondly some of them experienced 

a wave of conflicting emotions when considering the impact of future global problems, emotions 
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which ranged from hopefulness to despair. Rogers and Tough (1996) also found that when some 

were confronted with issues of sustainability or climate change it lead them to deep soul 

searching about their values, life-purpose and ways of living. Fortunately it was also shown that 

when students were able to work through these previous stages they begun to feel a sense of 

agency and empowerment arising from a clearer sense of direction. This arouse in particular 

through picturing positive future scenarios together with steps needed for their fulfillment. 

Finally it was found that if the questions raised by the first four stages of learning can be 

satisfactorily resolved, the probability of the students learning to make personal, social and 

political choices and taking action is much higher. Rogers and Tough (1996) state through their 

findings, that collaborative learning and sharing of concerns was crucial in helping the students to 

process their concerns and overcome previous disinterest, pessimism or despair (Rogers & 

Tough, 1996). These findings show the significance of awareness about possible negative effects 

on students who are participating in environmental education. Education, if not designed in the 

right way, has a risk of leaving the students distressed without hope and a willingness to influence 

the outcome. 

 

Studies in how young people cope with environmental problems 

Studies have, as has been presented in a previous paragraph, thus shown that education about 

environmental issues affects the students in several ways.  The way children cope with knowledge 

about different environmental problems has, however, been less researched. Some research more 

specific about the reactions of students learning about environmental problems has nevertheless 

been performed together with studies of the emotions evoked in students during environmental 

education. Ojala (2012b, 2012c) have studied coping related to climate change in young people 

and children. The first study explored how different age-groups of Swedish young people cope 

psychologically with climate change (Ojala, 2012c). Students from the intermediate level, senior 

high school and the university answered a questionnaire about climate change and coping. The 

results from the study showed that the most common emotion-focused strategy among the 

children was the distancing strategy. None of the children used “hyperactivation” in order to 

regulate their worry. Furthermore, individual problem-focused strategies were more common in 

regulating worries than collective ones. When looking more closely at the coping strategies the 

children used specifically to regulate their worries one finds that the emotion-focused coping was 

the type of coping most commonly used. Finally regarding the meaning-focused coping, the 

strategy of putting trust into different sources was one most commonly used, with most of the 

children having trust in science (Ojala, 2012c).  

   Another study described how Swedish children cope with climate change and how different 

coping strategies related to their environmental engagement and well-being (Ojala, 2012b). The 

method used in this study was a quantitative method in the shape of a questionnaire measuring 
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the coping strategies (problem-focused, emotion-focused and meaning-focused) identified in 

previous qualitative studies. The result of the study showed that both problem-focused coping 

and meaning-focused coping were positively related to environmental efficacy, pro-

environmental behavior, optimism concerning climate change and a sense of purpose. It was also 

shown that the more problem-focused coping the children used, the more likely they were to 

experience negative effect. Children, who tended to use a high degree of meaning-focused 

coping, were less likely to experience negative effect. Ojala (2012b) discovered that problem-

focused coping was positively related to general negative affect because these strategies make 

children more worried about climate change. Additionally Ojala (2012b) found that using a 

meaning-focused coping strategy to deal with the climate threat could protect children who use a 

lot of problem-focused coping from negative effect. When considering this aspect though, it is 

important to know that the problem-focused coping scale used in this study included only 

cognitive strategies and did not include any actual action. Finally this study indicated that both 

optimism and purpose protect highly problem-focused children from a high degree of negative 

effect (Ojala, 2012b). Ojala (2010, p. 52, 63) also found that children’s negative emotions 

consisting of worries about the climate issue was positively related to a feeling of being able to 

affect the outcome of this issue. She proposed this could be explained by the fact that the 

children who worries more also do more research about the issue actively and thereby learn about 

what they can do to improve the problem. Another explanation could be that the ones who feel 

there is a possibility to affect the outcome also are the ones who take on the responsibility, which 

could be followed by worry (Ibid.). 

 

International studies in children’s hope and beliefs of the future 

Some studies have exclusively been investigating children’s hopes and fears for the future. 

Research of this matter has been performed both in the western society and in countries which 

counts as developing countries. In 2004, a study of primary children’s thoughts of the future was 

made in England. The study involved over four hundred children aged nine to eleven with a 

variety of socio-economic backgrounds. Both open ended questions and interviews were used to 

collect the data. The questionnaire focused on the future views of children at a personal, local 

and global level. The first section allowed children to write freely about their hopes and fears for 

their personal future, the future of the local area and the future of the world. This section also 

included three closed questions whether life in the future would be better or worse for the 

participants personally, for those in their community and for people in the world. The second 

section focused on some particular aspects with one of them being the environment. The final 

section focused on action for change. This UK study was later extended to an international study 

in the years 2004 to 2007, which included ten additional countries across the world. Among these 

were some developing countries like Kyrgyzstan, South Africa, South Korea and Pakistan (ISI, 
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2013). Like in the previous UK study the focus in all different studies was on children aged nine 

to twelve years and the research design was equal in all countries and followed the one used in 

the UK study. The design of the questionnaire was designed in the same way as the UK study 

(Holden, 2008, p. 3-5). In addition, through a survey Ojala (2010) investigated what concerns 11 

and 12 year old Swedish children had about the climate issue. To consider these studies together 

will enable an interesting comparison of the views of children which have been brought up in 

very different countries, including countries which are relatively wealthy and countries where 

children witness poverty. 

When comparing the findings from these countries one finds that the result differs in several 

aspects. To start there are differences between these countries in the level of optimism regarding 

the global future and especially concerning the environment. The children in England together 

with South Korea were the most pessimistic about the future of the world’s environment, with 75 

percent of the English children and 60 percent of the South Korean children believing 

environmental problems will increase. In Spain the children instead thought there will be fewer 

problems in the future and in South Africa and Kyrgyzstan the children were also more 

optimistic about the global future regarding environment. Pakistan and Sweden stood out as the 

country with the most optimistic children, nearly two thirds of Pakistan children believed 

environmental problems would decrease in the future and in Sweden about two thirds of the 

Swedish children considered themselves to have quite big or big hope regarding the climate issue 

in the future (Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, 2008, p. 234-240; Holden, Joldoshalieva & 

Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39; Ojala, 2010, p. 

42-43). 

The children also differ in what aspects regarding the environment they were mostly worried 

about. English children worried about climate change and other problems caused by increased 

development, Spanish children worried about pollution while SA and Kyrgyz children were 

concerned about global warming, pollution and extinction of animals while the main worries for 

children in South Korea was the destruction of trees and the extinction of animals. In only some 

of the countries the children had concerns about their own lives or people around them related 

to environmental issues. In Sweden few of the children had worries related to their own lives and 

were instead mostly worried about animals and nature being affected by the climate change. The 

Pakistan children, however, were worried of increased pollution and natural disasters having 

negative effects on their own health, while the children in South Korea worried about people 

around them getting sick from pollution (Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, 2006, p. 234-240; 

Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval &Reparaz, 2008, p. 

32-39; Ojala, 2010, p. 40-42). 

The children also differ in what sources of trust they had when considering possibilities of 

solving different global problems. In England and South Africa the children were addressing the 

solutions to politicians together with the Kyrgyz children who had a remarkable faith in their new 
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president. In South Korea and Sweden the children saw technology as the solution to many of 

these problems and in Pakistan children had trust in both the introduction of laws, new 

technology and increased awareness of environmental issues (Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, 

2006, p. 234-240; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval 

& Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39, Ojala, 2012b). 

When comparing the studies from the different countries one must also emphasize differences 

when it comes to the children’s belief in their own ability to make a difference about global 

issues. In Kyrgyzstan followed by South Africa most children thought they could do something 

to influence change and even many of the English, South Korean and Pakistan children thought 

the same. Spanish children stood out in this question as the majority of them also thought they 

could influence the progress, but with a big part of 75 percent believing they could only 

contribute a little and a small percentage believing they could not contribute at all. Nearly half of 

the Swedish children thought they could do something to improve the climate issue. In England, 

South Africa, Kyrgyzstan and Spain children answered they could perform different 

environmental friendly actions like recycling or saving energy. In South Korea children also 

mentioned other small actions on the personal level like switching off lights or planting trees 

(Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, 2006, p. 234-240; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-

11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39; Ojala, 2010, p. 43-44). 
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Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study is to investigate how 11 and 12 year old students at two different schools in 

Uganda respond to and cope with their awareness about different environmental problems, 

which is related to their education for sustainable development. 

 

- What environmental problems are the students emphasizing? 

- Where have the students gained knowledge about these problems?  

- Do the students have worries related to these problems and then what do these worries consist 

of? 

- How are the students coping with these worries?  
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Method 

Since the aim with the present study was to investigate how students are effected by their 

environmental education from the students’ perspective, the research object had to be the 

students’ own thoughts. In order to discover the views of a person is qualitative interviews the 

most appropriate method to use (Esaiasson, 2007, p. 285-286; Trost, 2010, p. 43-44). In addition 

qualitative interviews were a good choice since they provided the possibility of registering 

unexpected answers and following up different themes that aroused during interviews. Finally the 

capacity for interaction with respondents is bigger when performing interviews than when using 

other methods (Esaiasson, 2007, p. 283). 

Method for data collection 

The method that was used for collecting data in the present study was semi-structured qualitative 

interviews. Since the researcher investigated the views of the students, the interviews used in this 

study were designed with a respondent character. The ambition were to catch the thoughts of the 

students (Esaiasson, 2007, p. 291) by during the interview educe spontaneous narrations based on 

the student’s own reality (Ibid., p. 298). Substantial questions regarding actions, behavior and 

activities were asked during the interview, since according to Trost (2010, p. 56) the researcher 

then in a natural way receives information about feelings and experiences.  

The data collection continued until fulfillment with interviews was accomplished, that is until 

no new relevant aspects for the study emerged (Esaiasson, 2007, p. 292). The researcher thus 

considered to have collected all relevant data for the phenomena in focus (Ibid., p. 275).  

 

The sample 

The selection of respondents should according to Esaiasson (2007, p. 291) consist of a small 

quantity of strangers with no expertise knowledge about the topic. The sample of the present 

study followed these recommendations as it contained of strategic sampled 11-12 year old 

students as they were likely to have participated in environmental education. The ten students 

selected were equally divided in numbers between the two different schools and according to 

gender. The participants were from two different schools in Uganda. One of the schools was 

located in the countryside and held about 300 students while the other one was located close to 

the city center and held over 900 students. Both of the schools participated in the LVCEEP 

project implemented by WWF together with Nature Uganda. The selection that was chosen was 

logical since the aim of the study was to investigate the way students of this age living in Uganda 
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respond to their environmental education. Due to the confined time for collecting data, only 

three weeks at every school, the ambition was to perform ten interviews. This was seen as a 

reasonable goal. Since the schools had previously participated in the LVCEEP the study was well 

accepted and received at the schools. 

 

Data processing 

The data this study was based on consisted of the material collected in conjunction with 

interviews. Interviews performed during this study were recorded and later transcribed. Both 

Esaiasson (2012, s. 268-269) and Trost (2007, s. 150) recommends only parts of the interview 

that is important to the aim of the study and the interview guide to be transcribed. Remaining 

parts should be listened to again to make sure no important parts is missed and then summarized 

in a short text with reference to place in interview (Esaiasson, 2012, s. 268-269; Trost, 2007, s. 

150). The most important thing to consider during a transliteration according to Braun & Clarke 

(2008) is that the transcript contains the information the researcher needs and that it reflects the 

reality it has been interpreted from. The transcript does not need to be literal (Braun & Clarke, 

2008). The transliteration during this study followed all the recommendations mentioned in this 

paragraph.  

Right after a fulfilled interview a first registration of data were performed by the researcher 

writing a summary of the interview. This summary provided a first overview of the characteristic 

for the specific student and the foundation to a first discovery of patterns in data as it held 

illuminating quotations and comments of provisional interpretations or theoretical perspectives 

(Esaiasson, 2012, p. 270-272). 

 

Analyze of data 

In the present study a foundational method for qualitative analysis, the thematic analysis, was 

used in order to analyze data. This method was used to identify motivations, experiences, and 

meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2008). One of the benefits with a thematic analysis is that it does not 

require any detailed theoretical and technological knowledge, while at the same time it provides a 

rich and detailed account of data. Thematic analysis was used to identify, analyze themes and 

report patterns of themes within the collected data (Braun & Clarke, 2008). 

A theme is according to Braun and Clarke (2008) what describes something important about 

the data in relation to the research question as it represents some level of patterned response or 

meaning within the data set. The data set in the present study composed data from all the 

interviews. Although the definition of a theme was not dependent on quantifiable measures, the 

themes were related to prevalence, in terms both of space within each data item (each interview) 
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but mostly of prevalence across the entire data set (all interviews). In the present study a thematic 

analysis were used to provide a detailed analysis of some aspects of the data. This means the data 

set were coded for some specific research question (Braun & Clarke, 2008). 

The first step in the coding phase was to generate initial codes from the data. A code is 

something that identifies a semantic or latent feature of the data that it interesting to the aim of 

the study. The codes were picked with the specific research questions in mind to identify those 

particular features of the data. However the codes differed from the themes which were broader. 

Each entire interview was systematically coded by tagging and naming selections of the 

transcribed interview and expressive quotations. After the whole text had been coded the analysis 

re-focused on the broader level of themes. In the shape of a mind-map, all the codes were sorted 

and organized into different potential themes and sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2008).  

After each interview had been coded and the codes had been divided into qualified themes, 

the entire data set (all interviews) was analyzed. The themes from all interviews were now 

considered in relation to each other and put together in a thematic map. In this process the 

validity of individual themes in relation to the data set were considered. Since some aspects of the 

data were in focus during the coding process, the thematic map also concentrated in some 

particular aspects. Finally the themes within the thematic map that are presented and analyzed in 

the analysis part of the present study were further refined and defined. The essence of each 

theme and the themes overall were identified as well as what aspect of the data each theme 

captured. Themes were then renamed and to conclude they were analyzed in relation to the 

research questions of the present study (Braun & Clarke, 2008).  

Although this analysis has been divided into phases it involved a constant moving back and 

forward between the entire data set, the coded extracts of data and the analysis of the data that 

were produced. While performing the analysis notes with ideas was written, as writing should be 

an integral part of the analysis. It is important to remember that the data was collected from 

interviews and therefore there are only those specific questions that participants have responded 

to. There were also the interview questions that shaped the coding and analysis of the data (Braun 

& Clarke, 2008). 

Ethical aspects 

The present study followed the existing ethical requirements regarding approval of research 

involving children below the age of fifteen. This means that caregivers were informed and they 

gave their consent both to their children participating in the study and to interviews being 

recorded. This was made through a verbal approval during a parental meeting at both schools. 

The children participating in the study were informed as thoroughly as possible before the 

interview started. They were informed about the aim of the present study, how it would be 

executed, how the recordings of the interview would be treated and finally how the interview 

material would be used. All of this information was given in a way as to be fully understood by 
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the children participating in the study. Before the researcher started the interviews the students 

were also fully informed that they could terminate their participation at any time. The handling of 

personal data of participants has followed both the law about personal data and the law of ethics 

review. The participants were ensured confidentiality as none of the students’ names was used 

and neither the names of the schools (Vetenskapsrådet, 2013a; Vetenskapsrådet, 2013b; 

Vetenskapsrådet 2013c).  

Reflections about method 

In the present study the collection of data was working according to what had been planned in 

advance. The only problems arising when collecting data was that some of the recordings were 

damaged which required a few interviews being repeated. 

In order to reach a high level of validity for the present study, the data collection and analysis 

were aimed at being pursuant to the research questions. The data itself however, might have been 

moderated by some aspects. The students who were interviewed knew that the researcher was 

performing the study for personal use with permission from Nature Uganda and therefore had an 

idea of what topics that would be discussed during the interviews. The students were also aware 

of the values Nature Uganda holds and therefore may have adjusted their thought according to 

this. This was possibly avoided during interviews as respondents were encouraged to speak freely 

about the environmental problems emphasized by themselves. A language barrier at one of the 

schools made the interviews harder to perform and might also have affected the quality of the 

interviews. The language problem could possibly have been avoided by the use of an interpreter 

during interviews, but this was not considered to be a suitable option since interviews were 

already affected by the power position the researcher was given in the situation.  

To make the reliability of the present study as high as possible the data was collected 

consciously and systematically. The selected themes was discussed during all interviews. The 

design of each interview was adapted according to the topics the respondent emphasized. This 

was done by the researcher only moderating the respondent into the themes and then asking 

appropriate follow-up questions without directing the students into specific answers.  
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Results and analysis 

Environmental problems the students emphasize 

Through the collected data it was found that the Ugandan students are aware and highlight 

several different issues related to environment. The students emphasized the following 

environmental problems: 

 

Deforestation 

Littered and contaminated water resources 

Bush burning  

Unsustainable fishing in lakes 

Digging in swamps and wetlands 

Poaching  

Destruction of the ozone layer 

Pollution 

 

The environmental problem which the most students emphasized was deforestation, followed by 

littered and contaminated water resources together with bush burning. Remaining environmental 

problems which have been described were only mentioned by a few students. When asked about 

the concept of climate change, most of the students claimed not to have knowledge of it and only 

a couple had an idea what the concept meant. One example is a boy that said “The climate change? 

The climate changes in many conditions, climate change when environment is bad”. When the students were 

questioned about global warming most of the answers revealed that they did not recognize the 

concept although a couple of them had some kind of idea.  

When analyzing these findings it was clear that the environmental problems which were 

mostly emphasized by the Ugandan students are locally produced environmental problems in 

contrast to global issues. When the students talked about these problems they focused on the 

effects these activities will have on their own surrounding and people close to them. Only a few 

of them mentioned global problems. This differs a lot from studies made in other parts of the 

world. Distinct differences are found when comparing the results from the present study to an 

international study of children’s fears and hopes for the future made in 2004 where the children 

mostly worried about global problems like the climate change, extinction of animals and 

pollution. To summarize, the Ugandan children worried more about local environmental issues 

and less about global problems than children from other countries (Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; 
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Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 2008, 

p. 32-39). 

Where the students have learned about these problems 

Although it was not possible to derive where the students had gained their knowledge about 

environmental problems in a fully comprehensive way, some results could be drawn from the 

data. Both of the schools participating in the study had earlier had the LVCEEP implemented by 

Nature Uganda in cooperation with WWF. Several of the students responded that they had 

learned about these different environmental problems in school. They answered that they either 

had learned about the problems in class or that Nature Uganda had come to their school and 

taught them about these things. One boy stood out as he claimed that he had learned about 

global warming through reading a book, “I’ve seen it on a picture. It was in a book“ he answered. 

When asked about the concept of sustainable development none of the students could explain 

the meaning by themselves. One girl responded positive to learning about sustainable 

development in school after listening to an explanation about the meaning of the concept. Some 

of the students also had a hard time to answer questions about from where they had gained their 

knowledge. 

As mentioned previously, most of the students claimed to have gained their knowledge from 

school and that Nature Uganda was the source of this awareness. This conclusion could possibly 

explain why many of the students put their trust in education or environmental organizations and 

especially Nature Uganda itself, a result which will be presented further below. 

Worries related to these environmental problems 

All of the students, some more than others, expressed a distinct worry about the environmental 

problems previously presented.  These worries are in the present study separated into four 

categories: 

a) Fear of people close to them being affected 

b) Fear of themselves being affected 

c) Economic threat 

d) Destruction of nature 

 

Several of the students revealed a fear of people close to them being affected as they were 

worried people close to them might get sick and even die because of the effects following these 

different problems. One boy expressed these worries related to pollution like this: “The company, 

they have the dangerous air, when breathe, they sick, when is sick the people are died”. A girl expressed worry 

about contamination of the lakes affecting hers and others’ life as she said “…if they defecate there, 

our life will be not good. Because if we drink that water and the water will be poisonous to us.” 
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A few students expressed the fear of being affected themselves, some were even worried about 

dying. For example one girl worried about deforestation and the drought it might bring and said 

“I feel bad and I a pity, because me too I have to die because of that thing.” One boy were talking about the 

ozone layer and the worry of; “When ozone layer is not there, me I was die.”  

 

Some of the students saw economic threat in relation to increasing environmental problems. 

They were worried that people will earn less money as a consequence of these issues. One boy 

spoke about the contaminated lakes and how it could affect his own family when he said “I felt 

bad, because my mother is a fish monger, if the fish dies she won’t get money.” Another boy emphasized the 

value of tourism and the worry about it decreasing if animals were hunted or chased away from 

their homes, “Many people they have their jobs in tourism. When the tourist, when the peoples come for our 

country, we have money. When there is not animals they will not come it.” 

 

A few of the respondents also worried about the destruction of nature. One boy talked about 

acid rainfall and thought it would: “...destroy the plants, vegetation.”  Another boy seemed to be 

worried about the whole world’s nature in relation to contamination of water resources as he said 

“If they keep on depositing some chemicals in the lakes, oceans.. the world will be just destroyed.” 

 

In the analysis of these results one can conclude that these Ugandan students mostly worried 

about the direct effects these environmental problems will have on their own life or people close 

to them. When these children worried about economic threats or the destruction of nature, this 

was also related to their direct surroundings.  These findings are interesting to compare with 

results of children’s worries in other countries. In England, Kyrgyzstan, South Africa and Spain 

the children did not have any worries about themselves or people around them related to 

environmental problems, while in Pakistan and South Korea the children had some of these 

worries. In Pakistan and South Korea they worried that increased pollution would make people 

around them sick and even affect their own health which was the same worries that could be 

found among the Ugandan students. Swedish children had some worries about their own 

surroundings but mostly worried about the whole world’s nature, these worries were quite 

different from the worries of the Ugandan children.   To conclude, the children in Uganda 

together with children from other countries showed to be worried about environmental problems 

affecting their surroundings, while children in the other countries did not express these worries 

(Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; 

Naval & Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39, Ojala, 2010, p. 40-42). 
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How the students cope with these worries 

In relation to these environmental worries the children answered questions about how they 

handle these negative emotions. Their responses could then be derived into the three different 

strategies of coping which then have been divided into more specific strategies, of which some 

have been presented earlier. 

 

 
Figure 1. The three coping strategies with subcategories. 

Emotion-focused coping 

Students revealed through interviews to be using several different coping strategies in order to 

reduce negative emotions followed by their worries (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 150; Ojala 

2012c). They used the following strategies: 

 

Hyperactivation 

 

This strategy unlike other emotion-focused strategies, which aim to avoid negative emotions, 

instead intends to increase negative effect (Ojala, 2012c).  This was the type of emotion-focused 

strategy used by the most students. Half of the interviewed students had quotations that were 

categorized into this strategy as they made statements which could be interpreted into a kind of 

acceptance or resignation. When one student was asked if he believed people would stop 

destroying some of the natural resources he thought that “…they will not because they want to follow 

other things, for them they want to be rich but not keeping those natural resources.” Other students responded 

with emphasizing what people gain when performing destruction. One boy said about the 
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possibility of people stopping deforestation – “I don’t know if they will, because they also gain from those 

trees.” Also several students claimed that they could not do anything about these environmental 

problems due to the fact that they are too young. “Me? I cannot do anything, because I was still young, 

when I was old, yeah I will tell my kind” one boy said. One boy also said that if he were the owner of a 

factory or a hero, he could do something about it. These statements express a kind of 

powerlessness that the children felt. 

  

Turning to social support 

 

This strategy consists of the person trying to regulate worries by talking to others or just seeking 

their company (Ojala, 2012c). This was not a strategy frequently used by the Ugandan children. 

Only some of the students responding positive when questioned about if when they felt bad 

about these problems they would go and talk to someone in order to feel better. One girl 

answered “Yes I talk to my mother because she is my best hero. I talk to her and she understands me and she 

explains” and one boy said “…for my friend in class”. 

 

Distraction 

 

This strategy belongs to Ojala’s (Ojala, 2012c) strategy “distancing oneself from the problem”. 

Children using this strategy distance themselves from negative emotions either by actively doing 

something or by moderating their thoughts (Ojala, 2012c). In the present study only one boy 

showed to be using this strategy at a behavioral level as he said “Sometimes I move away with friends, 

that’s how I become better.” 

 

When analyzing the emotion-focused used by the Ugandan children compared to Swedish 

children there are many differences between these findings and the results of Ojala’s (2012c) 

study. Firstly, the strategy of “hyperactivation” was the most common emotion-focused strategy 

by the students in Uganda in opposite to the Swedish students which used distancing and 

especially the distraction strategy. Notable is also that the children in Sweden did not use 

“hyperactivation” at all (Ojala, 2012c). Some of the Ugandan students as a part of their 

“hyperactivation” expressed an acceptance, or even fatalism, about these problems. In the 

present study there was only one of the interviewed Ugandan children who used distancing as a 

strategy. To conclude, according to these results the Ugandan children increased their negative 

feelings concerning environmental problems by accepting the issue or resign, and not by avoiding 

them like the Swedish children did (Ojala, 2012c). 
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Problem-focused coping 

The interviewed students also used different coping strategies for dealing with their worries 

which were focusing on solving the problem that were causing their worries (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984, p. 152; Ojala, 2012c). 

 

Direct action 

 

This strategy consists of doing environmental friendly activities in everyday life (Ojala, 2012c). All 

of the students were using this strategy. They claimed that they could do some things actively 

themselves in order to affect the outcome of an environmental problem. Most of the students 

said they could do different environmental friendly activities like planting a tree, removing 

deleterious things from the water or getting toilets where the people could defecate instead of 

polluting water resources.  One girl said “I’m thinking of planting trees. And at home I have a mango tree 

and I am soon planting another tree. But if we had at home a big place I could have made a forest in order to from 

rainfall.” Some said they could try to tell the people to stop this harmful activity or that they 

would get some other people to help them with this or even report it to the police. Finally a 

couple of students said they would try to spread knowledge of the harmful effects of the activity, 

like one boy who said he would “…talk to them about the bad things”. 

 

Preparatory actions 

 

This strategy includes thinking of the problem and searching for information and making plans 

of what one can do (Ojala, 2012c). It was a strategy used by most of the respondents. Many of 

the students expressed how they planned to make different efforts in the future that would have 

a positive effect by reducing the problem. For example one boy said “When I old, I will take my 

energy to the people who destroy the environment” and another boy planned that in the future he can “get 

an old person which can help me to teach those, we can sit for a meeting, as a village.” Some also said that they 

were thinking about the problem in different ways: “When I go back home, sit there think about it. 

When I finish to think about it I start practicing it, to make it become true what I think” a girl said.  One boy 

said he wants to be a member of Nature Uganda in the future, a girl said she was going to start a 

club about sustainable development.  

 

Collective 

 

When using this strategy to deal with worries, the students were focusing on the thought that if 

all people work together then everything will work out (Ojala, 2012c). This way of thinking was 

used by some of the interviewed students. Some girls talked about the importance of people 

uniting in order to make a difference with ongoing environmental problems. They meant that it is 
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not possible to solve these problems unless people go together and make efforts. One girl put it 

like this, when asked if she could make the problem stop in any way, “If I am one I can’t do that, 

when you are many, when they are helping you, you can do it.” Another girl talked a lot about the 

difference a united world could make as she said “I say when we make an alliance we can fight and we 

make them stop”. 

 

When analyzing the results of the problem-focused coping the Ugandan children used it is 

positive that all of the interviewed children used the “direct action” strategy. Many of these 

students also used the “preparatory actions” at the same time, which meant they were both 

performing actions right now and planning for things they could do in the future in order to 

reduce environmental issues. The statements that were sorted under these strategies could also be 

related to a belief in having a chance of affecting the progress of environmental problems (Ojala, 

2010, p. 43-44). Although it is possible that these children mentioned actions they had been 

taught about in school and not things they will actually do in the future. With this said it is hard 

to determine if the Ugandan children had a high degree of trust in their own ability to influence 

the outcome of different issues, but it is possible they had some trust in this.  

Both of the two first problem-focused individual strategies were more used by the Ugandan 

children than the collective strategy. Also in Ojala’s (2012c) study the individual problem-focused 

strategies were more commonly used than the collective strategies. Thus, this corresponds with 

the present study. In conclusion, most of the children from the international study and Ojala’s 

(2012c) study had faith in their own possibility of affecting progress with global issues (Dean, 

2008, p. 45-57; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval & 

Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39). 

Meaning-focused coping  

When the students used this type of coping they were focusing in their beliefs, values and goals in 

order to keep their well-being when experiencing these worries. As children are using this strategy 

it is also very common to put trust in sources outside oneself (Ojala, 2012c; Park & Folkman, 

1997).  

 

Trust in politics 

 

Most of the students mentioned different actors related to politics when asked who they believed 

could make the problems stop. Some students mentioned the police, the president, the prime 

minister, the local council, the ministry of environment or chairmen as the people having the 

possibility to change things.  One boy thought that the one who could stop global warming must 

be “The President. He just commands them to close the factory” he said. Although most of these students 

in turn mentioned the government explicitly one boy said that the solution lies with “… force laws 
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about resources”. In addition to this, game parks were mentioned as a tool for government in 

keeping animals protected. 

 

Trust in organizations or active people  

 

This was the second most commonly used meaning-focused strategy by the Ugandan children. 

Some of the students expressed that they trusted different organizations working for the 

environment to make a difference.  Some mentioned the Association of Forest but Nature 

Uganda was the one most commonly mentioned:  “In Uganda, we have got Nature Uganda and that 

Nature Uganda help us in teaching people how to conserve our environment” one boy said while another boy 

talked about how Nature Uganda “teach us the meaning of Nature Uganda and the goods of nature.”  Also 

another boy said he trusted that his father could do something about the outcome of 

environmental problems. 

 

Trust in education 

 

Several students thought that knowledge about environmental problems and the effects different 

activities have on nature would contribute in making these problems stop. One boy said that “If it 

was a child, if you got them from schools and tell your father, he can work with you and contribute.”  Another 

boy also thought he could have a part in education people about these issues as he said “If one 

person encourage me and me I encourage another, it will go on like that”. 

 

Trust in technical development 

 

Only a pair of the students talked about how technical solutions could make the problems 

smaller. One of them talked about how water sprinklers could help in getting water to plants 

when experiencing a drought and the other one about people should stop using diesel “…because 

it is a type of liquid which we use and it brings that bad bad air”. Both of them mentioned a kind of cover 

that factories could use in their pipes in order to reduce harmful gases, “But when they put this cover 

on, because this cover there are some holes which helps to reduce the gas.” 

 

Trust in God 

 

Only a few of the students believed that God could help to solve environmental problems.  One 

girl expressed what she would do if she had the same power as God as she said: “If I was in charge 

like God I could remove that earth there and put it to another concentrated place.” One girl said, when asked 

if her future would look good, that “If God has helped me, yes”. 
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Trust in humanity or existential hope 

 

This strategy refers to thinking about the problem in a hopeful way although acknowledging the 

threat (Ojala, 2012c). Three of the interviewed students expressed some opinions that could be 

derived to a belief in humanity or existential hope. One boy said about the future of the world: 

“...it will be wonderful. Because we are not the people who are going to only be in this world, there are some people 

coming”, while a girl said that “when you put that hope in your heart that comes true”. 

 

Positive reappraisal 

 

Students which were using this strategy were aware of the problems but at the same time tried to 

reframe the situation by focusing on the positive things about these problems (Ojala, 2012c). 

Some of the students used this strategy as they reasoned about how people will change their 

behavior when they experience the bad effects that come with the environmental problems. For 

example one boy thought people would stop deforestation “Because they know it is bad, because they 

are when during dry season, the people do not get rainy there is shiny shiny every day. There is no rainfall.” Other 

students responded with emphasizing progresses that have been made in reducing environmental 

problems. This boy said “Peoples have started to conserve, to plant trees and look after the environment, look 

after lakes and rivers. This village is not bad, because peoples knows what to do” and another boy said “When 

people start planting trees, these gases gone to plants and like the trees. And people it is conserved, environment.”   

 

When analyzing these results it is clear that Ugandan students differs some from Ojala’s (2012c) 

study and the international study from 2004 concerning what sources of trust they had. Among 

the Ugandan students were trust in politics and organizations the most common meaning-

focused strategy, followed by trust in education. The other strategies were only used by a few 

students each. South Korean and Swedish children, in contrast to the Ugandan students, mostly 

trusted in technological development. In England, South Africa and Kyrgyzstan the children 

trusted the same sources as the Ugandan ones by putting trust in different political sources. 

When it comes to faith in education, only the children in Pakistan and youth’s in Sweden seemed 

to have an similar belief in education as the Ugandan students, when believing an increased 

awareness could make a difference for solving global issues. Thus, children from all these 

countries mostly put their faith into politics while some also put faith into technical solutions or 

education (Dean, 2008, p. 45-57; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 

19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39; Ojala, 2012c). The reasons for these differences will be 

discussed in the discussion paragraph. 
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The different coping strategies related to each other 

Problem-focused coping was used by all of the Ugandan students participating in the present 

study while meaning-focused coping was used by all of them except one. Emotion-focused 

coping, however, was only used by half of the respondents. Interesting was also that all of the 

students who used the emotion-focused strategy of “hyperactivation” and expressed a kind of 

helplessness also used both of the individual problem-focused strategies. Ojala (2010, p. 52, 63) 

found in her study that the Swedish children as well had worries about environmental problems, 

in this case the climate change problem, also were having a faith in their own ability to affect the 

outcome of the problem.  

To begin with, when analyzing the results from the present study, it was clear that the children 

used a low level of emotion-focused coping compared to the two other coping strategies. The 

type of coping strategies mostly used by the Ugandan respondents differs a lot from the Swedish 

children’s coping which instead mostly used emotion-focused strategies to regulate their worries 

(Ojala, 2012c). The fact that students which are worried about environmental also believe in their 

ability to influence and that the Ugandan children used problem-focused coping together with 

meaning-focused coping will be further considered in the discussion paragraph.  

Results in relation to action competence 

Last, the findings from the present study were analyzed in relation to the concept of action 

competence. When considering the results it seemed like the students have little insight or 

knowledge about global problems like climate change. However they do have great knowledge 

about the local environmental problems. Insight is the first step towards gaining action 

competence according to Jensen and Schnack (1997) and also something these Ugandan students 

have acquired mostly through their education. 

Since all of the students expressed that they are prepared or already are taking action towards 

improving environmental issues, they seem to be committed and possess a will to work for 

change.  These are the qualifications needed when someone has reached the second step towards 

action competence (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Lundegård & Wickman, 2007).  However, it is hard 

to determine if these students really possess this will or if they just claim to be prepared to take 

action. 

Since one cannot be sure that the students actually were being problem-focused only because 

they claimed to take actions, it is also uncertain if they have a goal-directed determination and are 

planning for reaching goals (Snyder, 1999, p. 207; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 152). If these 

students do not hold any visions about the future environment, they have neither reached the 

third step towards action competence (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Lundegård & Wickman, 2007). 

In accordance to this, Rogers and Tough claim that a sense of agency and empowerment arises 

when someone have a clear sense of direction (Rogers & Tough, 1996). Since it is questionable if 
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these students feel empowered, as they expressed helplessness, it is also doubtable that they have 

a clear sense of direction. The fulfillment of this step among many of these students is although 

partly supported by the revelation of them using a lot of meaning-focused coping, which means 

they are focusing on beliefs, values and goals in order to motivate coping (Park & Folkman, 1997, 

p. 116). 

As have been shown through the findings of the present study, all of the respondents stated 

that they already have started to take action or are planning to do so. Taking action is the final 

step towards reaching action competence (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Lundegård & Wickman, 

2007). The students’ allegation to use individual problem-focused strategies is, however, not a 

proof of them actually taking any action. Is it possible that the problem-focused strategies found 

in the present study only originated from statements the students have been taught and not being 

used in reality. 

In addition the students did not use problem-focused collective strategies much, which 

suggest they did not have insight about the collective efforts needed in order to reduce complex 

problems like environmental issues. This insight is something that someone who has gained 

action competence should possess (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; Lundegård & Wickman, 2007). 
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Discussion 

Environmental problems emphasized  

The Ugandan children, instead of worrying about global issues like children in other countries, 

were worried about local environmental issues. In Sweden, were distancing oneself from the 

problem was a common strategy, the children were worried about the global issue climate change, 

which is a problem existing far from themselves (Ojala, 2012c). The Ugandan students’ emotions 

were instead related to problems in their own surroundings. The reason that they did not use the 

distancing strategy at all might be that they have limited knowledge about global problems. Since 

global issues are overwhelming and therefore possibly necessary to create a distance to, while 

local issues are essential to care about and discover possible solving-problem actions for, it is 

according to my personal reflection logical that Swedish students compared to Ugandan students 

used more distancing strategies and less problem-focused strategies. 

Worries related to environmental problems 

Through the present study it was found that Ugandan children worried about their surroundings 

being affected by environmental problems. According to Dean (2008, p. 56), the Pakistan 

children believed themselves to be affected by environmental issues partly because they have 

experienced natural catastrophes close, but also because of their environmental education and 

experiences of their neighborhood environment. When considering this argument in relation to 

the situation of the Ugandan children it is possible to figure out the reasons for these children to 

be worried about themselves and people around them. Since Uganda has not perceived any 

natural catastrophe in resent time this is not the legitimate explanation. The respondents of the 

present study however, claimed to mostly have learned about the environmental problems they 

were worried about through their education. All of the Ugandan students also have a large 

experience of their local environment as all of them practice agriculture either through school or 

at home.  Swedish children had some concerns about their own surroundings but mostly worried 

about the whole world’s nature, a result that differed from these Ugandan children. This could be 

explained by the Swedish children firstly having a greater knowledge about the global 

environment but also in general having a lesser experience of their surrounding environment 

(Ojala, 2010, p. 40-42). With this said, it is probable that, the Ugandan children worried about 

their own surrounding since they have learned about these problems in school and because they 

have a close relationship to their local environment.  
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Coping strategies 

The problem-focused strategies the Ugandan students used in the present study could, since they 

possibly are related to a trust in one’s own ability to affect outcome of global problems (Ojala, 

2010, p. 43-44), can also be compared to studies in other children’s thoughts about this aspect. 

When looking at the results from the international study and Ojala’s (2010, p. 43-44) study one 

finds that many of the children in both Kyrgyzstan, South Africa, England, South Korea and 

Pakistan thought that they could actually make a difference themselves. While Sweden can be put 

somewhere in the middle on this scale, the Spanish children were the most pessimistic when it 

came to their own chance of influencing the outcome of environmental problems (Dean, 2008, p. 

45-57; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, p. 19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 

2008, p. 32-39; Ojala 2010, p. 43-44). These differences could possibly be related to the level of 

knowledge about global problems, since global issues have shown to make the students inclined 

to distance themselves from the problem and not having a great faith in their own chance of 

affecting (Ojala, 2010, p. 43-44; Ojala 2012c). However, it is uncertain if this statement coheres 

with the findings in the present study, as the Ugandan students mostly worried about local 

problems and did not for certain reveal a strong belief in their own chance of influencing. 

The fact that children in both the Swedish study (Ojala, 2010, p. 52, 63) and the Ugandan 

children had worries about environmental problems while they at the same time used problem-

focused strategies and meaning-focused strategies will be further discussed. These coping styles 

could be positively related both to a belief in the own ability to influence, and to a sense of hope 

(Folkman, 2010; Ojala 2012a). Ojala (2010, p. 52, 63) found in her study that the Swedish children 

as well had worries about the climate change, had a faith in their own ability to affect the 

outcome of the problem. Ojala (2010, p. 52, 63) believed this conflicting relation could be 

explained by either of two explanations; children who worry also look for information about the 

problem and thereby learn what they can do, or that the ones who feel they can affect the 

progress also take on the responsibility which in turn get them worried (Ibid.). Since the 

possibilities for the Ugandan children to by themselves actively seek information about 

environmental problems is limited, the second explanation is more likely to explain the results of 

the present study. The findings in the present study could therefore possibly be explained by the 

fact that the students which felt they could affect progress with local environmental problems 

also took on the responsibility and thereby got more worried. However, the student’s faith in 

their own chance of influencing was problematic to identify through the findings since it was 

partly dependent upon the students claiming to use problem-focused strategies and also 

disproved by the high usage of hyperactivation. Although it could not be proved that the 

Ugandan students actually were problem-focused, could them mentioning these strategies 

possibly mean they had some kind of belief in their own ability to affect. The way the Ugandan 

students deal with their worries was possibly then related to them having some kind of hope. 
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In the analysis it was also shown that children from different countries differ in what sources 

outside themselves they put their belief to. Mostly the children from different countries 

mentioned in the analysis put their faith into politics, while Swedish children together with some 

others differ from many of these countries as they trust to a high extent in technical 

development. The children living in South Africa and Kyrgyzstan, which both counts as 

developing countries, had trust in politicians solving global problems (ISI, 2013; Dean, 2008, p. 

45-57; Holden, 2006, p. 234-240; Holden, Joldoshalieva & Shamatov, 2008, p. 9-11; Huh, 2008, 

p. 19-28; Naval & Reparaz, 2008, p. 32-39; Ojala, 2012c). As a suggestion, the difference in trust 

among children from different countries could be explained by some developing countries having 

been more dependent upon political rule through recent history and also having experienced a 

less rapid development of technology. Ugandan children could possibly then have a low level of 

trust in technology and high faith in politics since they still have quite undeveloped technology 

and are dependent upon their politicians.  

 

The results in relation to action competence 

Through the results and analysis of the present study it was stated that the Ugandan students 

have reached the first step out of four towards action competence. For the remaining steps there 

are both results that support their fulfillment and contradict them. It is possibly that these 

students have reached action competence partly, if their claims of problem-focused strategies are 

true, but the high usage of hyperactivation tells against this. To conclude, it was not possible to 

determine through the present study if the Ugandan students have gained action competence, as 

there were both aspects disproving this statement and supporting it (Jensen & Schnack, 1997; 

Lundegård & Wickman, 2007; Ojala, 2012c). 

   According to Breiting and Mogensen (1999), students which have gained action competence 

also experience an increased possibility to affect progress themselves. When considering the level 

of action competence among these students, it is important to remember that the competence of 

the students could not fully be derived to school, although many of the students claimed to have 

got their knowledge about environmental problems through education. It is therefore likely that 

many of these Ugandan students indeed have gained their ability to cope and their knowledge of 

what one should do about environmental problems through their education. These parts of 

action competence, which they have gained through education, are benefitting for the students 

right now as it enable them to deal with their emotions (Ibid.). 
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The findings related to hope thinking 

 

The Ugandan students revealed many ways of coping and none of them claimed to not be dealing 

at all with their worries. Mostly these students used problem-focused coping together with 

meaning-focused coping. In a Swedish study it has been shown that with a lot of problem-

focused coping follows negative effect as it makes the children more worried (Ojala, 2012b). 

However, it has also been shown that the children who use a lot of meaning-focused coping at 

the same time as they use problem-focused coping are protected from negative effects as both 

optimism and sense of purpose can reduce negative effects (Ojala, 2012b). This could mean that 

although all of these children have worries about these problems, they can experience a quite 

high degree of well-being since they also use meaning-focused strategies. This is something that 

also corresponds with other observations made during the present study. 

The Ugandan children unlike the children in the Swedish study (Ojala, 2012c), increased their 

negative feelings concerning environmental issues by either accepting the problem or resigning. 

This could mean that the Ugandan children experienced less hope and optimism when 

comparing to children in Sweden, since according to Rogers and Tough (1996) a sense of 

empowerment possibly arises from being aware of positive future scenarios. The children who 

were despondent did then likely neither believe they had a chance of affecting progress with 

environmental issues. The fact that Ugandan students used a lot of hyperactivation compared to 

other countries could possibly be explained by the following reasoning. According to Cross 

(1998) can a sense of fatalism arise when the presentation of problems are deliberately avoided. 

However, the Ugandan students claimed to have gained their knowledge about environmental 

problems mostly through school. Their sense of fatalism could therefore not be explained by an 

education that has been avoiding a discussion about these problems. More likely is that the 

Ugandan students’ emotions of powerlessness have emerged from not giving them access to 

positive aspects like possible solutions (Rogers & Tough, 1996). This is something to consider for 

every teacher dealing with environmental education.  

However, since the Ugandan students used a lot of meaning-focused coping strategies, which 

also are connected to a sense of hope (Folkman, 2010, p. 902-903; Ojala 2012a; Ojala, 2010, p. 

43-44), they could possibly possess a high degree of hope. As these children handle their 

emotions regarding these issues this early in their childhood, they are also protected by their 

hopeful thoughts when meeting future worries about environmental problems (Breiting & 

Mogensen, 1999; Snyder, 1997, p. 402). Since the students also expressed feelings of being 

powerless, the question if Ugandan children are being hopeful could not be answered through 

the present study. 
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Conclusion 

The students of the present study are negatively affected by knowledge about environmental 

problems as they are worried about themselves in relation to this and even feel powerless. The 

emotions of powerlessness have most likely emerged from the education having limited focus in 

positive aspects concerning environmental issues. The fact that the students used hyperactivation 

are worrying since their problem-focused strategies might not be used in reality. Uplifting is 

however, that the results show students at the same time are hopeful in some ways and possess 

an ability to cope with their worries.  

   The explanation to Ugandan students using more problem-focused strategies and less strategies 

aiming to avoid emotions, possibly lies in the fact that Ugandan children have limited knowledge 

about the global problems and instead are focusing on local problems. The probably biggest 

reason for the Ugandan children to be worried about their own surrounding being affected is that 

they have a close relationship to their local environment.  

Considering all of this, it is clear that Sweden have some things to learn from this study and its 

findings. First of all this study points out the importance of education being performed so that 

students are given hope, as they then despite their worries can be active in the struggle towards 

decreasing environmental destruction. Regarding environmental education in Sweden, it is 

possible that Swedish education needs to have a more local perspective to environmental issues 

in order to make students realize what they can actually do about the problems themselves. It is 

also likely that if Swedish children had a closer relationship to their environment more students 

would care about these issues. These are assignments which should be implemented in the 

Swedish education system. 

The present study motivates further research about how students in different countries all 

over the world deal with emotions concerning environmental problems. In Uganda additional 

studies which enable comparison between children’s coping over time would be interesting to 

follow, since Ugandan children then probably have more knowledge about global issues. This 

could expose possible differences in coping with local or global environmental problems.  
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Appendix 1: Interview questions 

Theme 1: Growth 

 

School  

- What do you think about going to school? 

- How many years have you gone to school? 

Family 

- Do you have any older sisters or brothers? If yes, what do they work with? 

- What does your father work with? 

- What does your mother work with? 

Career dreams 

- What do you wanted to work with when you were younger? 

- Today, what do you want to work with when you are grown up?  

(If not the same, why not?) 

 

Theme 2: Education for sustainable development 

 

Meaning 

- What does sustainable development mean? Where have you learned this? 

Engagement 

- What do you remember from lessons about sustainable development? 

- Are you interested in this for yourself? Why/how? 

- Where did you get this interest from?  

 

Theme 3: Climate change 

 

Meaning 

- What does climate change mean? (If answers that do not know continue to next theme.) 

Progress 

- What will happen with climate change? 

Outcome 

- How will climate change end? 

- How can people change this? 

- Who can change it? 

- Can you do something to change this? How? 

- Do you want to help change this? How? 
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- Are you already doing this? How do you feel when you do this? 

 

Emotions 

- What were your thoughts when you heard about climate change? 

- What do you think/feel about climate change? 

- Why do you think you felt like this? 

- What did you do when you felt like this? 

- What did you do to make yourself feel better? 

- Do you talk to someone about these feelings? Who? When? 

- How do you feel when you talk to this person?  

 

Theme 4: Global warming 

 

Meaning 

- What does global warming mean? (If answers that do not know continue to next theme.) 

Progress 

- What will happen with global warming? 

Outcome 

- How will global warming end? 

- How can people change this? 

- Who can change it? 

- Can you do something to change this? How? 

- Do you want to help change this? How? 

- Are you already doing this? How do you feel when you do this? 

Emotions 

- What were your thoughts when you heard about climate change? 

- What do you think/feel about climate change? 

- Why do you think you felt like this? 

- What did you do when you felt like this? 

- What did you do to make yourself feel better? 

- Do you talk to someone about these feelings? Who? When? 

- How do you feel when you talk to this person? 

 

Theme 5: Environmental problems 

 

Problems 

- Which natural resources do you know of? 
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- What problems with the environment/natural resources do you know of? Where have you 

learned about this? 

Progress 

What will happen with this/these problems? 

Outcome 

- How will it end? 

- How can people change this? 

- Who can change it? 

- Can you do something to change this? How? 

- Do you want to help change this? How? 

- Are you already doing this? How do you feel when you do this?  

Emotions  

- What were your thoughts when you heard about this problem? 

- What do you think/feel about this? 

- Why do you feel like this? 

- What did you do when you felt like this? 

- What did you do to make yourself feel better?  

- Do you talk to someone about those feelings? Who? When? 

- How do you feel when you talk to this person? 

 

Theme 6: Future 

 

Personal dreams 

- In the future, if you could work with what you wanted, what would that be? 

- Will you work with this? How/why not? 

- What do you wish to have in the future? 

- How will your life look like in other ways? 

State of the world 

- How will the world look like when you are an adult?  

- How will the world be different from today? 

- How will nature be different? Animals? People? 

- How will the world be to live in, in the future? Why?  

- How will life in Uganda be? In your village? 

- How do you feel about this? 

Possible adjustment to environmental issues 

- How do you think you will have to change your life because of problems with the 

environment/nature? 

- How do you feel about this? 


