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Foreword

Health-promoting schools programmes are targeting one of the major de-

terminants of health: education. In 1986, the Ottawa Charter for Health 

Promotion described where people live, work and learn as powerful set-

tings for developing, enhancing and sustaining health. Schools are there-

fore key institutions for creating and protecting the health of young peo-

ple. Evidence has shown that school health education is most effective 

when introduced within a holistic framework in which each facet of the 

life and organization of the school is used to maximize the messages of 

health. It has also been shown that young people who are more satisfied 

with their educational experience are less likely to behave in ways that 

pose a risk to their health. The health-promoting school concentrates not 

only on the content of the health education curriculum but also on the 

teaching and learning methods used, the social and physical environment 

of the school, the school management structure and the links between the 

school, school health services, the home and the community.

Experience from the European Network of Health Promoting Schools 

programme indicates that genuinely involving young people in dealing 

with health issues can positively affect health.

Young Minds is an approach focusing on such genuine involvement 

of young people, as it is based on democratic and participatory methods 

and the use of interactive communication tools. It enables young people 

from all parts of the European Region to communicate and exchange 

experience in various areas related to health. By working together, young 

people develop a better understanding of differences in societies and 

cultures.

Evidence shows that young people are concerned with environmental 

issues, both at the global and local levels. Young people are not only inter-
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ested in health, environment and other essential issues but also prepared 

to be actively involved in developing solutions and making a difference.

Young Minds has successfully offered a platform for young people that 

supports them in taking action at the global and local levels.

The European Network of Health Promoting Schools focuses on partic-

ipation, active involvement and democracy. It has therefore been a pleas-

ure once again to experience that these theoretical concepts also work in 

reality.

Vivian Barnekow Rasmussen

ENHPS Technical Secretariat

Preface

This publication builds on Young Minds, an educational approach de-

veloped and carried out by a team from the Research Programme for 

Environmental and Health Education at the Danish University of Education. 

The Young Minds approach was initiated in 2000 as a project linked to the 

ENHPS (a programme jointly supported by the European Commission, the 

Council of Europe and WHO Regional Office for Europe), and there have 

been several rounds or phases of the project since then focusing on vari-

ous aspects related to health (they can all be viewed at http://www.young-

minds.net).

The project phase documented in this publication is Young Minds 

exploring links between culture, health and the environment. It is an 

Internet-based project in which young people from eight countries in 

Europe (the Czech Republic, Denmark, England, Finland, Hungary, Ireland, 

Slovenia and Spain) communicated and explored links between youth, 

culture, health and environment as a basis for concrete action to initiate 

positive change.

The Young Minds approach was used as a way of involving young 

Europeans genuinely in the process leading up to WHO’s Fourth Ministerial 

Conference on Environment and Health: The Future for Our Children, 

which took place in Budapest on 23–25 June 2004 (http://www.euro.who.

int/budapest2004). In the final phase of the project, Young Minders – in-

cluding representatives from students at the eight schools – participated 

at the Conference with the aim of presenting the voices of young people 

at the Conference.

At the Conference in Budapest, the European ministers made political 

commitments to ensure safer environments for children. This happened 

through the adoption of a Conference declaration and of the Children’s 
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Environment and Health Action Plan for Europe (CEHAPE). CEHAPE em-

phasizes children’s involvement and underlines the need to ensure im-

plementation through the development of “child participation models” 

(paragraph 19f) in European countries.

This publication documents and illustrates that young people can be 

involved in taking genuine action concerning issues and problems related 

to health and the environment. Young people possess immense potential 

for developing new, creative ideas for a better world and should conse-

quently not be overlooked when countries initiate national action plans 

for improving health and environmental conditions.

This publication has four main sections. First, the overall educational 

approach and its main concepts are briefly described. The second section 

includes case stories portraying the Young Minds process in each of the 

eight participating schools. The third section evaluates and reflects on the 

project by outlining and discussing the perspectives of the teachers in-

volved as well as the young people. Finally, several recommendations and 

tips for teachers and others involved in future participatory, cross-cultural 

and action-oriented projects are summarized.

As always, it is a stimulating and thought-provoking experience to col-

laborate with committed students and teachers, and their invaluable con-

tributions during the whole process are gratefully acknowledged.

Bjarne Bruun Jensen, Venka Simovska, Niels Larsen and Leif Glud Holm

Research Programme for Environmental and Health Education

The Danish University of Education

The Young Minds approach and 
its relevance for the Children’s 
Environment and Health Action Plan 
for Europe (CEHAPE)

Young Minds exploring links between culture, health and the environment 

was an Internet-based project in which young people from eight coun-

tries in Europe (the Czech Republic, Denmark, England, Finland, Hungary, 

Ireland, Slovenia and Spain) communicated and explored links between 

youth, culture, health and environment.

Young Minds was initiated in 2000, and there have been several phases 

of the project since then focusing on various aspects related to health. In 

the project carried out in 2004, Young Minds consisted of eight schools 

working within the framework of environment and health. The action 

component this time was linked to WHO’s Fourth Ministerial Conference 

on Environment and Health: The Future for Our Children, which took 

place in Budapest on 23–25 June 2004. Young Minds was invited to actively 

participate in this Conference.

Main principles of the approach
The main approach builds on the following key elements:

• student participation: students are genuinely involved in dialogue and 

decision-making about specific aspects of the topics with which they 

are working;

• action and change orientation: the student project work is directed to-

wards action and change, and students’ ideas and visions have a cru-

cial role in deciding about actions to be taken to improve the environ-

ment and health in their schools and communities;

• cross-cultural collaboration: students cooperate across national borders 

in order to explore differences and similarities with regard to the envi-

ronmental and health concerns, with an emphasis on global intercon-

nectedness and social responsibility; and
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• using information and communication technology: students use the Internet 

and other modern technologies to investigate the topics, exchange 

and discuss ideas, present their findings and reflections and initiate a 

broader debate.

 

These key elements reflect the Conference Resolution from the first confer-

ence of the European Network of Health Promoting Schools in 1997.

✔ … The health promoting school is founded on democratic principles … The 

health promoting school improves young people’s abilities to take action and 

generate change … Young people’s empowerment, linked to their visions and 

ideas, enables them to influence their lives and living conditions.

 

Since then, several projects within the European Network of Health 

Promoting Schools have been based on these ideas and the Resolution as 

a whole and have attempted to demonstrate the benefits and potential 

of working with participatory approaches in school health education and 

promotion. Further, many national networks of health-promoting schools 

are integrating information and communication technology in teaching 

and learning about health. Moreover, a number of schools in the European 

Network of Health Promoting Schools have worked with international col-

laboration at many different levels (teachers, students etc.). Young Minds 

attempts to integrate and further explore these experiences.

Further, the concepts and ideas mentioned above have been put into 

operation through the investigation, visions, action and change (IVAC) 

approach1). This approach implies that students and teachers in various 

countries should go through several phases in working with environ-

mental and health problems. Teachers and the students should together 

choose and investigate a problem. In addition to investigating the prob-

lem, they should also develop their visions for the future and finally try to 

take action to initiate change and get closer to their visions.

Box 1 illustrates the questions that students might address in working 

with the IVAC approach. In investigating a theme (A), students have to be 

actively involved in choosing the subject and coming up with an answer 

as to why this subject is important to them. Among others, a social science 

perspective is important to clarify the social causes behind the problem. 

1) Jensen BB. A case of two paradigms within health education. Health Education 
Research, 1997, 12:419–428.

 Simovska V, Jensen BB. Young-minds.net/lessons learned – student participa-
tion, action and cross-cultural collaboration in a virtual classroom. Copenhagen, 
Danish University of Education Press, 2003.

Box 1. Using the IVAC approach
A. Investigation of a theme

• With what specific issue do we want to work and why is it impor-

tant to us?

• How does it influence us – what are the effects?

• What are the main causes behind this?

• What is the situation in other Young Minds countries – do they 

have similar or different conditions?

• How can we collaborate with other Young Minders? Do we want 

them to conduct a survey about the same topic in their country so 

we can compare their results and conditions with ours?

B. Developing visions

• What are our dreams and visions – what kind of changes would we 

like to see happen?

• Why do we want these changes – what are our reasons and moti-

vation?

• How can we present our ideas to others (drawings, text, photos 

etc.)?

• What are the visions and ideas of the other Young Minders?

• What are the reactions and comments to our vision of the other 

Young Minders?

• Can we develop a common vision in collaboration with other 

Young Minders?
Cont. next page
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Even if the problem manifests itself in a classroom or school, the underly-

ing causes often turn out to be outside these parameters. Questions draw-

ing on the sociological perspective, in which environmental and health 

problems are considered in close connection with the economic, cultural 

and social structures in which they develop, are important here.

Students then develop visions on how living conditions may look in 

the future (B). This phase deals with the development of students’ ideas, 

perceptions and visions about their future life and the society in which 

they will be growing up. How would they like their social life in the class-

room to be? How do they want the local community to be in the future?

Having room for imagination is also important to promote a wealth 

of possible actions in connection with fulfilling some of the visions that 

have been drawn up (C). Students independently develop some actions, 

whereas others require close collaboration with teachers, parents or key 

people in the local community. It is very important that all students’ sug-

gestions be taken up and discussed. The various opportunities for action 

should be discussed in relation to their potential outcomes and the bar-

riers that might arise. Finally, a decision should be made to carry out one 

Box 1. Cont.

C. Action and change

• What changes will bring us closer to the visions – changes in our 

own life, in the class, in the society?

• What can we – as young people – do? What is our action plan?

• What kind of direct or indirect and individual or collective actions 

are possible?

• Are there other resource people in the school or the community 

with which we can ally ourselves?

• What ideas for concrete action do other Young Minders have?

• How can we work together with other Young Minders in taking ac-

tion?

• Which actions will we carry out and when?

or more actions. Actions could target environmental policies in the local 

community, in which case the students need to approach politicians and 

take other measures.

Instead of viewing the questions in Box 1 as goals to be worked on in 

a set order, the process can be described as a cycle, or perhaps a spiral, in 

which certain points are reworked several times to elaborate them further. 

These perspectives do not imply that the teacher’s tasks become easier 

or less exciting or that the teacher’s role should become less important. 

The challenge is to find a balance in which students are involved as active 

partners and are taken seriously but teachers have an important role to 

play as partners in the educational dialogue with students.

The philosophy of the Young Minds project combines the educational 

approach described in Box 1 with intercultural collaboration and com-

munication. If students communicate with students from other cultures 

about a specific environmental or health issue, they will be encouraged 

to look at their own routines, behaviour and conditions in another per-

spective2). This is supposed to stimulate and promote their visionary and 

critical thinking, which again is a precondition for taking specific envi-

ronmental or health-promoting action. Information and communication 

technology creates new and stimulating conditions for this kind of col-

laboration among young people.

The Children’s Environment and Health Action Plan  
for Europe
At the Conference in Budapest, the European ministers were expected to 

reach consensus and make political commitments to ensure safer envi-

ronments for children. This happened through the ministers’ adoption of 

a Conference declaration and of CEHAPE, which emphasizes children’s in-

volvement and stresses the need to ensure implementation through the 

development of “child participation models” (paragraph 19f) in European 

countries.

2) Simovska V, Jensen BB. Young-minds.net/lessons learned – student participa-
tion, action and cross-cultural collaboration in a virtual classroom. Copenhagen, 
Danish University of Education Press, 2003.
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One aim of the Young Minds project was to demonstrate how schools 

and students can be genuinely and actively involved in these processes. 

Consequently, the IVAC approach was introduced to help teachers and 

students to focus on real-life action on health and environmental issues. 

The hypotheses are that this educational approach 1) stimulates and en-

courages students’ empowerment and action competence (their ability to 

initiate and bring about positive change) and 2) will be a valuable con-

tribution to the development of national (and international) action plans 

in health and the environment that integrate the concerns young people 

have themselves.

Participants and process
The project group consisted of primary and secondary school students 

from eight classes representing the Czech Republic, Denmark, England, 

Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Slovenia and Spain as well as their respective 

teachers. In addition to this, a coordinating team of four researchers from 

the Research Programme for Environmental and Health Education at the 

Danish University of Education was responsible for overall project man-

agement and facilitation.

The process consisted of a planning phase, a phase with classwork and 

cross-cultural collaboration via the Internet and finally participation at 

the Conference in Budapest.

The planning phase – developing a shared understanding
The coordinating team approached the coordinators of national networks 

of health promoting schools in eight countries. A letter describing the aim, 

the content and the approach of the project was circulated to the national 

coordinators, and they were all asked to identify one school in their coun-

try that could participate in the project.

On 14 February 2004, the teachers met with the coordinators of the 

project for a two-day planning meeting in Copenhagen. The aim of this 

meeting was to discuss the basic concepts, aims, content and criteria for 

the success of the project. It was considered essential at the very begin-

ning of the project that its actors develop a common understanding of the 

main aspects of the educational approach and establish shared aims and 

criteria for success. At the meeting, the distinctions between moralistic 

and democratic health education and promotion were discussed as well 

as the concepts of genuine student participation, action and the develop-

ment of action competence. The IVAC approach to structuring the project 

work was agreed upon as a common framework for all eight classes.

To concretize the overall topic of health and environment, two topics 

were identified (mental well-being and the school and the environment), 

and the eight schools were divided between the two topics. In addition, 

a common timeline for the project work in each of the classes was de-

veloped and a framework for the collaboration between the classes was 

agreed upon. This process took into account crucial elements such as dif-

ferent school holidays, examination dates etc.

Classwork and cross-cultural collaboration via the Internet
The next project phase took place from March to June 2004. It consisted 

of the students’ work at their school and the cross-cultural communica-

tion and collaboration using information and communication technology. 

The project implementation took different shapes in each of the classes 

depending on each school’s priorities, conditions, resources as well as sys-

tems of meanings with regard to both the project topic and the overall ap-

proach to teaching and learning. In some countries (such as Denmark and 

Spain) the project was integrated within regular classes, whereas in others 

(such as Hungary and Ireland) students and teachers worked both within 

and outside classes. During this phase, teachers and students continually 

published their work on the web site and also engaged in discussion in the 

forum section on the web. In some countries the students published their 

materials and findings on the web. In other countries the teacher took re-

sponsibility for publishing. Nevertheless, all content was negotiated with 

the students before it was published, so the web content authentically 

represented students’ own findings, ideas and reflections.

During the end of this phase, students engaged in genuine collabora-

tion. Some classes asked students in other countries to carry out surveys 

and to feed back their findings. The students then collected all the dif-
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ferent responses and published the total survey on the web site. Other 

students developed common ideas across countries for how to take action 

etc. During the whole process students expressed their opinions in the 

forum section. A crucial task at the end of this phase was to select the 

two students who were going to the Budapest Conference to represent the 

class. In some countries this was decided through a competition; in others 

the teacher made the decision; and in some countries the students and 

the teacher made the decision jointly.

The Conference in Budapest
The last project phase was devoted to presenting the contents on the web 

site, presenting the process in each of the classes on posters and preparing 

for participating in the Budapest Conference. The participation of the Young 

Minders was construed as a real-life action aiming at voicing young peo-

ple’s opinions about culture, health and the environment at the Conference 

and influencing the Conference process. Two students and one teacher from 

each school attended the Conference, where they formed an editorial team 

with the task of representing the project and running an online electronic 

discussion open for interested students at schools within the European 

Network of Health Promoting Schools. In addition to the online forum, the 

students brought posters, leaflets and other material to present the work 

done at their own schools. The coordinating team of the project attended 

the Conference and facilitated, supervised and coordinated as well.

A Young Minds stand was established at the Conference venue, in the 

central area, with eight computers, eight poster displays and other ma-

terials to present the project. Each class prepared its own presentation, 

representing the story of Young Minds in each of the schools. Several ad-

ditional displays grew and changed during the Conference days, as teams 

of students and teachers edited the forum topics in real time, printed out 

and presented highlights from it on the displays. In addition, the students 

interacted with the Conference participants, inviting them to visit the site, 

demonstrating the web site, interviewing, taking photos and giving inter-

views themselves. Highlights from the Conference were published on the 

web site, which was updated daily.

During the Conference, several students succeeded in approaching 

ministers and other officials from their own countries. The ministers were 

interviewed and their responses were published on the web site. The min-

isters also got feedback on young people’s ideas and concerns related to 

the Conference topics for further work. For several countries, it was agreed 

to continue the dialogue between the “official” side and the young people 

after the Conference.

The Conference and the possibility to attend as a representative for 

the participating class comprised a highly motivating factor for students’ 

previous work at the schools. Further, the work done in the classes before 

the Conference was a crucial precondition for developing the ownership 

that the participating students successfully demonstrated at the Budapest 

Conference. This previous work, which was also encouraged by the inter-

national collaboration between students from the different countries, is 

probably crucial and necessary if young people are to play an active and 

genuine role in conferences like this.



  19

Case stories:  
Young Minds in different contexts

As mentioned above, Young Minds is based on shared underlying princi-

ples as well as a common educational approach. The various participating 

classes interpreted and implemented these in different ways depending 

on the needs, conditions, priorities and systems of meaning in each of the 

cultural and educational contexts involved.

This section presents the story of Young Minds in each of the classes 

with an aim of portraying the similarities and differences between them 

as well as the diverse ways in which the teachers, working in different 

conditions, coped with the barriers, challenges, successes and failures 

inevitable in any innovative educational development. The teachers de-

scribe and reflect on the process and present fragments of the content 

with which they worked.

 

The overall project’s topics included:

• school, the environment and the built environment surrounding the 

school; and

• mental, social, and emotional well-being and environmental issues.

 

As described in the stories, within these topics, students, following the 

IVAC approach, investigated several different issues and perspectives, cre-

ated visions about better alternatives for the future and took action to 

bring about changes and come closer to these visions.

 

In particular, the issues addressed include:

• air quality and indoor and outdoor pollution;

• the school (physical and psychosocial) environment and various ways 

to improve it;

• recycling and separating waste at the source: what can schools do?;

• school democracy (student councils) and opportunities for students to 

have a voice in influencing local environmental and health policies;
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• biodiversity, organic farming and similar initiatives;

• mass-media influence on young peoples’ health and well-being: infor-

mation and attitudes concerning the environment and young people’s 

voices in the mass media; and

• mental well-being and the environment: the ecology of mental well-

being and the hierarchy of human needs.

 

We hope that these stories will provide creative inspiration and practical 

advice to other teachers and schools interested in participatory, action-

oriented and cross-cultural work with environmental and health issues.

Young Minds in Slovenia

Martina Dernovscek

Context and participants
School Centre Nova Gorica – Vocational and Technical Secondary School 

of Agriculture and Food Preparation (http://www.s-gng.ng.edus.si/kmeti-

jska/index.html) is situated in western Slovenia next to the border with 

Italy. The school follows the national curriculum and provides education 

for about 300 students aged 14–19 years who take part in several extracur-

ricular activities, such as sports, flower arranging and baking. The school 

owns a large property (14 hectares of fields, vineyards, orchards and green-

houses) where students gain practical knowledge. The residential home 

for students is located next to the school building.

The school has been a member of the Slovenian Network of Health 

Promoting Schools since 1998. It has been very active, including running 

various one-day workshops for children, running interesting informa-

tion booths for browsing, organizing regular meetings and instructing 

students in such topics as a balanced diet, the dangers of smoking, teen-

age alcoholism and drug addiction, young people and the rules of the 

road. The Institute of Public Health of the Republic of Slovenia therefore 

invited the school to take part in the Young Minds project in October 

2003.

The Young Minds project was presented to all classes in general terms, 

and all students of our school were invited to participate. On 1 March 2004, 

the aims and objectives of the project were explained to the student coun-

cil and to the students who showed interest in actively participating in the 

project. In the end, six students from three different classes volunteered 

to participate.
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Choosing the two representatives for Budapest was extremely difficult, as 

all six students were interested in attending the Conference. The following 

criteria were discussed with the students:

• good command of written and spoken English;

• active participation in the project and familiarity with the Young Minds 

process and the web site;

• skills in information and communication technology: Internet, e-mail 

and web site administration;

• communication and social skills; and

• motivation to take part in such an event.

 

We had a democratic vote, and all the students agreed that Ales should at-

tend the Conference. Borut (a student) commented: “He is a treasure chest 

of knowledge; he must go to Budapest.” The other candidate, David, was 

also chosen based on the criteria mentioned above.

The process
The decision to deal with the topic of the physical school environment to-

gether with the Young Minders from the Czech Republic, Ireland and Spain 

was made at the planning meeting in Copenhagen on 14 February 2004.

At the first project meeting, the students were informed about the Young 

Minds project timeline and the vision, followed by a discussion on how 

would they like to improve the built environment surrounding the school 

(brainstorming). The students also brainstormed how they imagined their 

ideal school (Fig. 1). They wrote some of their ideas in the web forum.

The first task for the students was to work on their presentations on the 

web site, which they found quite interesting and amusing. As shown in 

Fig. 2, they took photographs of themselves. David created drawings (por-

traits) of the Young Minders to be published on the Slovenian web site.

Then the students discussed the topics on which they would like to fo-

cus. They came up with the topics of (a) the relationships between teach-

ers and students; (b) the location of our school; and (c) smoking. We finally 

decided to focus on smoking. In a dialogue with the coordinating team, we 

decided to broaden the topic of smoking so that it would be relevant to the 

Conference themes. Thus, we explored the issue of smoking in relation to 

air pollution and air quality.

The students were asked to think of some questions they would like to 

investigate cross-culturally: that is, to ask students from the other coun-

tries in our group (the Czech Republic, Ireland and Spain). They then started 

to create a questionnaire. Two other Young Minds classes (from Denmark 

and Ireland) were going to work with the topic of air pollution, and we 

made plans to coordinate and complement each other’s work. Again, the 

project coordinating team facilitated and supported this collaboration.

Students made a questionnaire about air pollution and smoking, which 

was given to some students at our school to fill in and sent to other Young 

Minds classes. The teachers at our school created and completed a similar 

questionnaire. The results were presented in charts on the Young Minds 

web site (Fig. 3 and 4).

As a part of the investigation activities, the students visited the 

Department of Environment of the Municipality of Nova Gorica, which 

presented interesting information on various types of air pollution and 

some facts and figures about noise pollution. This information was also 

presented on the web site along with students’ reflections.
Figure 1. Ideas about an ideal school 

Fig. 1. Ideas about an ideal school

Fig. 2. Individual presentations of the students 

prepared for the web site
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The scope of student participation

The students had an opportunity to participate in the Young Minds project 

according to their interests, experience and ability. Some expressed their 

opinion on a specific topic by writing material for the web site, and others 

made drawings and posters; some students analysed questionnaires, and 

others worked with digital photos or created charts to present the project 

findings.

Action and change

We carried out a number of actions as part of the Young Minds process. 

The following text briefly outlines some of them.

• The Young Minds project was presented to the local mayor, who 

seemed really enthusiastic about the project and ensured that our 

school would get money to improve the school environment (no mon-

ey has been received yet).

• An application was sent to the local sports club to get a hoop for estab-

lishing a small basketball court.

• The Young Minds project was presented in the mass media (on local 

radio and local television). The students were interviewed and were 

very proud of appearing on television.

• Some of our students took part in the cleaning activity organized by 

the local tourist association and the local community. They picked up 

litter around the school.

• We successfully carried out an Activity Day. The students were divided 

into several groups to take part in various activities, such as planting, 

cleaning classrooms, picking up litter, drawing graffiti, painting bee-

hives, baking and making sandwiches, writing articles for the school 

paper and making posters on the topic of the environment. They did 

a great job. The Young Minds project was presented on the national 

television and in the local newspaper.

• The measurement of a poisonous gas (carbon monoxide (CO)) in the 

air exhaled by smokers was organized during the mid-morning break 

at our school to raise the awareness about the dangers of smoking. The 

activity was carried out with help from a person from the Institute of 
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Fig. 3. Results of a survey on the major air pollutant in tobacco smoke among 

the teachers and students at School Centre Nova Gorica – Vocational and 

Technical Secondary School of Agriculture and Food Preparation

Fig. 4. Results of a survey on the major air pollutant in tobacco smoke among 

Young Minds classes in Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Slovenia and Spain
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Public Health of Nova Gorica, who provided a device for measuring the 

amount of CO in the air exhaled. Some of our students set up a booth 

in the centre of Sempeter, where they asked passers-by whether they 

would like to have the amount of CO in their exhaled air measured. 

A couple of medical students were also asked to measure blood pres-

sure.

• The students interviewed the Mayor of Sempeter-Vrtojba about the 

plans for future developments in the municipality in relation to en-

vironmental issues. They gave some specific suggestions for improve-

ments: placing noise barriers along the bypass near the school, intro-

ducing more informative programmes about the environment on tel-

evision and acting to encourage people to use public transport more 

regularly. However, their attempts to make a difference were all re-

jected in a diplomatic manner. According to the Mayor, not much can 

be changed regarding public transport or reducing noise pollution.

 

In my opinion, the major change the Young Minds project has brought to 

our school is the improvement in the physical environment. Many trees, 

shrubs and flowers have been planted; some graffiti have been painted; 

and a small basketball court has been established (Fig. 5). The teachers 

and the students have been trying to find a mutual solution to the prob-

lem of smoking in front of the main entrance.

Collaboration with the other Young Minds classes

The most challenging aspect of the project was to introduce the interna-

tional perspective into the classroom. I think the students really enjoyed 

getting to know other Young Minders and communicating with the other 

Young Minds classes, exchanging views on various topics and search-

ing for common ground with other participants. They were extremely 

interested in reading the presentations of the other participants on their 

schools and countries. They had great fun presenting themselves on the 

web site.

Barriers and challenges
One of the main barriers was lack of time to work on the project within the 

curriculum. The Young Minds project did not have special time allocated 

for the project activities, which meant the students had to miss certain 

lessons in order to work on the project. Some teachers complained about 

this. The students could not stay extra hours after school, as they com-

mute to school daily and have to stick to the train and bus timetable. Due 

to the lack of time, we often discussed the students’ ideas, suggestions 

and considerations together in the class, and then they entered them in 

their computer at home and I did most of the web publishing. This was 

a strategy we used to overcome the lack of time and yet ensure student 

participation and the authenticity of the web content.

Some of the teachers, especially the headmaster and the school psy-

chologist, have been extremely supportive and cooperative, but most did 

not show much interest in (as they called it) “my” project. This is some-

thing that should be considered in the future projects.

Moreover, some of the classes from other countries were not really ac-

tive in the discussion forum at the beginning of the project. The Slovenian 

students eagerly waiting for replies found this a bit frustrating, as there 

was none. One of the reasons for this problem was school holidays, which 

differ in European countries.

The huge drawback was that some students do not have access to the 

Internet at home, so the only time to work on the project was at school, 

which was not much since we usually met twice a week for 45 minutes. 

Fig. 5. School Centre Nova Gorica – Vocational and Technical Secondary School of 

Agriculture and Food Preparation before and after the project

Before After
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Fortunately, the computer room in our school is well equipped, so comput-

ers were always available when needed.

Communicating in English was a great challenge. Even though the stu-

dents did not have much difficulty communicating at the beginning, their 

self-confidence has grown and now they say their English has improved 

immensely.

Students found this project very interesting and also exciting, as the 

project is completely different from the traditional learning about envi-

ronmental problems.

Advice and recommendations
The planning meeting in Copenhagen in February 2004 was essential 

for all the teachers to grasp the idea of the project itself, to find out its 

aims and objectives as well as the project timeline and to learn about the 

IVAC approach. We received invaluable advice, and I got a clear picture of 

what I, as a teacher, was expected to do. Many issues that had seemed 

so abstract before the meeting were clarified and started to make sense. 

Further, meeting the coordinating team and other participating teachers 

was really important, resulting in learning interesting facts about the oth-

er participating schools. Carrying out the project by getting instructions 

by e-mail and not knowing other participants would make this project 

extremely difficult.

I find it very important that the students be given enough time at the 

beginning of the project to introduce themselves, their countries and 

schools to the other Young Minders. If we had been given more time for 

this project, we would have had a chance to collaborate more fully with 

the other Young Minds classes provided that all the Young Minds classes 

were equally active.

The action-oriented and participatory approach along with the use of 

information and communication technology and cross-cultural collabora-

tion was quite demanding for me as a teacher. Luckily, the coordinating 

team gave me substantial invaluable guidance on how to proceed with the 

Young Minds project.

Concluding remarks
Students in Slovenia are taught about environmental issues in school but 

only to some extent. Young Minds provides a new, more effective strat-

egy for learning about these issues. One of the students said: “We learned 

much more about the environment in this project than in the whole his-

tory of our education.”

The action-oriented and participatory approach brought a new per-

spective to my own teaching. Exploring the environmental issues with 

students from other countries was inspiring and stimulating for the 

Slovenian students. Using this approach in regular school teaching would 

be a good idea. You learn not what you are told but what you experience 

and do yourself.

Moreover, for the Slovenian students the project represented a perfect 

opportunity to communicate with other European students, which is not 

often the case in regular school teaching. Therefore, I can surely say that 

the international dimension and cross-cultural collaboration were the two 

most appealing aspects of the Young Minds project. Had the project been 

designed on the national level, it would not have been as motivating and 

exciting for the students as Young Minds.

Unfortunately, the Slovenian students have an impression they cannot 

have exert real influence on the local (or national) environmental plans. 

I hope the experience with Young Minds and the Budapest Conference 

will show them (but also adults) that young people have the power to and 

should influence our future and the future of the planet.

What do students say about the project?
✔ The Young Minds project is one of the most interesting projects at our school. 

It is also very useful, as we have been able to improve some things around the 

school. Being in this group means a lot to us because we are able to commu-

nicate with the students from other countries and at the same time we have a 

chance to improve our English. We have learned a lot about the pollution and 

protection of the environment while we have been communicating with the 

students from other countries. We like this type of learning a lot because it is 

not boring. (Ales)
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✔ This project is great because it represents a different type of learning than in 

schools. I also like it because we could choose to take part in it or not. I had 

great fun drawing pictures ... . (David)

✔ It is very interesting because we got to know other Young Minders. We have 

found out a lot of interesting facts about other countries, schools, and above all 

about pollution and the problems concerning our environment. We have also 

improved our English. (Ana)

✔ This project has brought a lot of good things to our school (the Activity Day 

was organized at our school: we planted flowers, trees, bushes, picked up litter, 

painted some graffiti, etc.). We have been working together like a team and I 

think teamwork is very important. We have learned a lot about air pollution in 

our environment. (Borut)

Young Minds in England

Dilly Taylor

Background
Nailsea lies 13 km southwest of Bristol, in the Unitary Authority of 

North Somerset and has many features of a developing town: sports 

and leisure centres, a shopping precinct, supermarkets, a library and 

health centres. There is excellent access by motorway, other roads and 

rail services. Nailsea School (http://www.nailsea.n-somerset.sch.uk) was 

opened in 1959 with just over 90 students. In 1966 the school became 

a secondary comprehensive school, catering for students from 11 to 18 

years.

The current school population is more than 1350, with a planned ad-

mission number of 240 students per year. It is a thriving school serving the 

community of Nailsea and its surrounding areas.

There are 240 students in year 10 (age 14–15 years) at Nailsea School, 

split into eight tutor groups (classes). The Young Minds project was pre-

sented to the whole year group in an assembly, and all students were in-

vited to participate. Several students from each tutor group volunteered, 

creating a group of 22.

How we chose our two representatives for Budapest
All year 10 students were invited to enter a competition in school to de-

cide who would attend the Conference in Budapest. There were 16 entries, 

many of them students working in pairs. The task was to design and then 

present to a live audience a presentation on any aspect of “the effects 

on young people of the environment”. They could use whichever medium 

they wished. Each of the entries was individual, and all of them put in an 

equally hard amount of work. The selection was made by all our eight tu-
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tors, our Assistant Head of Year and other interested teachers. Originally 

the judging was to be on one day, but the presentations were so detailed 

and we only had lunch times (50 minutes) in which to do them, so it took 

two weeks. It was an extremely difficult choice for the teachers, and it took 

them 2 days to make their decision.

Starting the process
The teacher participating in the planning meeting held in Copenhagen on 

14 February 2004 decided to focus on mental well-being and the environ-

ment. The Young Minds group in Nailsea School decided how to take this 

subject further at their first project meeting. We devised a plan of what 

we wanted to achieve and when, and tasks were allocated. The first task 

was to submit an entry about themselves on the web site. This proved 

problematic with so few opportunities to meet, and the information tech-

nology assistance within our own establishment never materialized. To 

make a difficult situation even worse, the school was in the process of 

major refurbishment, which involved whole sections of the building be-

ing unusable and classes and offices being moved into temporary accom-

modation. A core group of the class conversed online with each other and 

their teacher very regularly, which went some way towards progress but 

was not ideal.

After only two weeks and meetings to brainstorm ideas and consider 

our investigation, the process was then seriously interrupted by the year 

10 exams. All 240 students went on study leave for 2 weeks, which meant 

they did not attend school except to sit examinations. This was then fol-

lowed by the two-week Easter holidays.

Overcoming discontinuity
Nevertheless, the core group continued to converse and discuss at length 

online. The students compiled and implemented a survey of their peers 

to collect comparative evidence regarding their growing interest in how 

the mass media influence the mental well-being of young people. Their 

results and the discussion forums online clearly showed that this area 

could be taken much further.

Guidance from the Young Minds project coordinator at this point was 

fortuitous, cementing our focus and creating a greater sense of unity be-

tween the participants.

Investigation

The final version of the England Young Minders’ questionnaire for use 

with other Young Minds schools was drafted in a pizza café away from all 

the exams and building work: much more pleasant!

In our discussion groups, most 15-year-old students felt that the mass 

media in England do very little to deliver national and world news and is-

sues in a format to which young people can relate. A television programme 

called Newsround is broadcast Monday to Friday at 17:25, and its target au-

dience is 8- to 15-year-olds.

Young people are now very aware that only selected news items are 

broadcast. Students who read the news on the Internet notice that very 

big stories or issues are often not even mentioned on the main television 

and radio news, let alone a ten-minute slot for young people. Finally, we 

agreed to pursue the following questions.

• Do the mass media give young people in other countries more bal-

anced exposure to global and environmental issues?

• How could mass media oriented towards adults be made more inter-

esting or accessible for young people?

• How much attention or time do young people in other countries spend 

watching or reading about the news or associated issues compared 

with following teenage interests?

• How do young people in other countries learn about environmental 

issues?

• Does the content of the mass media ever affect the mental well-being 

of students from other countries?

• Could young people do more to “help themselves”?

 

The following section gives a few examples of the results. The full ques-

tionnaire and its results can be viewed at the Young Minds web site (http://

www.young-minds.net).
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The findings implied that, although 75% of the Young Minders in 

England do not feel adequately informed about current affairs or envi-

ronmental issues, the Young Minders in Hungary feel considerably better 

educated in this area (Fig. 6).

 

So do young people think they should be given more information about 

national and international environmental issues? Fig. 7 gives a very clear 

answer – yes!

Further, we asked who should take responsibility for educating them 

about current affairs and environmental issues (Fig. 8), and the results 

provided some surprises! Apart from Denmark, very few Young Minders 

consider this to be the responsibility of teachers. They consider the mass 

media bear the greatest responsibility, with parents and government fol-

lowing behind.

By reading national and international news on the Internet, many stu-

dents in England are aware that many important stories are not told on 

or in our mass media and that news items are often selected for political 

reasons or sanitized. The young people feel that this creates a sense of 

mistrust in certain aspects of news coverage in England. Our results show 
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that young people in many other countries have similar experiences; it is 

interesting to see that Young Minders in Finland are the least concerned 

(Fig. 9).

Here we start to investigate what effects mass media coverage of na-

tional and international (including environmental) issues have on the 

mental well-being of young people (Fig. 10). Many young people think 

about these issues at least every few days. Again, it is interesting to see 

that the Young Minders in Finland tend to be less concerned. We wonder 

whether this reflects the mass-media coverage in Finland.

Do the issues about which you learn affect the way you behave (Fig. 

11)? For example, avoiding certain foods if the mass media say there is a 

health concern, or being put off smoking by mass-media health warnings? 

There is currently a government antismoking advertisement campaign on 

television in England, which the young people think is disseminating an 

especially powerful message.

Young people are very aware of the role mass media play in represent-

ing what is considered “beautiful” or “acceptable”, and it has a noticeable 

affect on the way they behave (Fig. 12). Nevertheless, the various coun-

tries differed strongly, with England as the most positive and Hungary and 

Denmark as the most negative.
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As the results illustrate, the countries involved in the Young Minds project 

have similarities and differences. The differences caused considerable de-

bate about different cultures, routines and living conditions in the coun-

tries. The international comparisons were valuable in our work, as they 

stimulated students’ own critical thinking and reflection about their own 

traditions and behaviour. They also supported the view that we need to be 

critical about the mass media and especially how they target young people 

in our societies.

Vision

The English Young Minders believe that both the government and the mass 

media have a responsibility towards future generations to inform them of 

all environmental, health and current affairs issues in a balanced and truth-

ful way, without bias or political spin. Our vision therefore includes:

• the government and the mass media working together to ensure that 

all environmental, health and current affairs issues are delivered to 

young people in a format in which they can relate;

• young people being consulted and listened to regarding their informa-

tion needs and preferences of delivery and broadcasting;

• finding a way to ensure that all environment, health and current af-

fairs issues are reported in a truthful and unbiased manner; and

• government and the mass media encouraging and enabling collabora-

tion between young people across the world, to create an understanding 

and trust and therefore to ensure a safer and healthier future for all.

 

All the ideas take into account that this is the age of technology – and we 

therefore need to use it. We also want the mass media as well as govern-

ments to take young people seriously. As Julia in our class said: “I want to 

be part of the answer!”.

Action and change

Our class discussion considered how the project might progress. Planning 

action entailed another investigation to discover who the most appropri-

ate mass media and political people to contact would be. At this point we 

asked for advice from the local authority (North Somerset), which sup-

plied us with a contact list and guided our introductions and press release 

to local and national mass media and politicians. It was decided that the 

young people needed to make their voice heard by talking to:

• local and national mass media (written media, television and radio);

• local government;

• local politicians; and

• national politicians.

 

One way would be to ask the local mass media to highlight the Young 

Minds project and highlight our concerns regarding the education of our 

young people. Another question is whether we should interview the mass 

media about what account they take of young people’s opinions? Do they 

really ever consider how many items affect young people?

Does the media’s representation of what is considered beautiful or
acceptable affect the way you behave?
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Another would be to access our local politicians and ensure that they 

understand that young people do have thoughts and ideas regarding the 

future of our planet and will act on them if given the chance. We developed 

a questionnaire for the politicians with two purposes: to gain information 

about political priorities and to influence politicians’ thinking through the 

questions. The questionnaire contained 12 questions; here are 5.

• Do you think that young people’s ideas should be taken into account 

when issues affecting them are being decided at governmental level?

• At this level of government, has it been considered that young people 

might be included in the planning/decision-making?

• How would you consider changing practice so that young people can 

be consulted?

• In our own survey of young people from across Europe we have shown 

clearly that young people are very affected by issues in the media. Do 

you think that young people should be taken into account when you 

are involved in publishing consultation/planning documents to make 

sure they are accessible/available to them?

• What would you personally suggest we as young people do to have a 

real influence on the local (or national) environmental action plans?

 

We also interviewed the mass media. The following questions were among 

the 13 questions included in the interview.

• In our survey of young people from across Europe we have shown clear-

ly that young people are very affected by issues in the media. Have you 

ever considered how young people might be affected by the reporting 

of certain environmental issues?

• Would you agree that the media in Britain do very little to ensure that 

current affairs and environmental issues are presented in a way that is 

understood by young people, i.e. 15- to 16-year-olds?

• How would you back a plan that encourages those that do draw up 

such programmes to take into consideration the needs of young people 

in accessing such material?

• How would you consider changing practice so that young people can 

be consulted or at least their needs be taken into consideration?

The Young Minds group approached the following people and organiza-

tions for interviews:

• national newspapers;

• local government;

• national government;

• local environment groups;

• national environment groups;

• national educational publication (TES – The Times Education Supplement); 

and

• the BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation).

 

Some of the interviews are still in progress. Nevertheless, the responses 

so far have been encouraging, especially from the mass media. The politi-

cians, however, have been noticeably slower to respond. For example, after 

the students’ interview with the BBC health correspondent, a group was 

invited to observe the BBC television news for a week and then meet the 

programme producers to pass on their observations and ideas on how this 

format could become more accessible or friendly to young people.

Budapest and beyond
Integral to the presentations all the students made during the Conference 

week in Budapest was the invaluable contacts the young people made 

with both national and international politicians and mass media. Not only 

were the students able to extend their investigations to a qualified level 

but the future continuity of the project was ensured.

The class was invited to attend a meeting with the national Health 

Protection Agency in London where they presented their ideas as to how 

this large government agency could incorporate young people in their 

consultative planning. Following this success, we then gave a presenta-

tion about the Young Minds project and the young people’s thoughts to the 

top health personnel at the Health Protection Agency Annual Conference 

at Warwick University.

As well as being invited to give presentations for the governing bodies 

of our local schools (in the near future), members of the English Young 
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Minds class are also being invited to attend consultative meetings with 

the North Somerset Council Environmental Working Party and the area 

wildlife conservation organization.

Further, the concept of a collaborative Internet-based project has now 

been cloned to pilot a similar approach to support peer drug education in 

southwestern England and has the potential to achieve tangible success.

Students evaluated the project and its main approach very positively, 

as the following quotations illustrate.

✔ Wow! They’re taking notice of us.

✔ I think I’ve learned the most important thing in my life.

✔ Standing up there I felt really important.

Final comments
The whole concept of international collaboration via the World Wide Web 

is a stimulating and exciting concept. The project very quickly made the 

students in England look beyond their rather insular perspective and start 

to consider how life is for young people beyond their own shores, let alone 

world environmental issues. They have also learned that they can be part 

of the answer: they can make a difference and that the future of the planet 

is in their hands.

Most schools in England teach young people about environmental is-

sues in a comprehensive and cross-curricular manner. Nevertheless, hav-

ing been involved in the Young Minds project in 2004, I wonder if there 

is far more power in approaching the subject in a less directed way. This 

means away from the normal curriculum and through projects such as 

this, whereby the students take ownership of the issues and discover that 

they do have power to change things (action), especially if they work in a 

collaborative and international environment.

Young Minds in Finland

Pirjo Henttonen

Context and participants
Vääksy Secondary School and Upper Comprehensive (http://vyk.asikkala.

fi) has 460 students and about 40 teachers. About 9000 people live in the 

Municipality of Asikkala.

I had worked in my school for six months when the invitation to partic-

ipate in Young Minds came to our school. I therefore asked my colleagues 

to help me in selecting students to take part in the project. I wanted them 

to be oldest ones (age 15 years) in the upper comprehensive school. I also 

made a decision that students should be in same class because of the 

schedule. I asked class 9B if they wanted to be in this project. Ten of seven-

teen students were interested: five boys and five girls (Fig. 13).

Fig. 13. Young Minders in Finland
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The process
I informed the parents, and the students made a commitment to the 

project. At the beginning we discussed who should do what: boys preferred 

the work with computers and girls with writing stories. We discussed the 

IVAC approach. Students mostly worked in pairs or in two larger groups. I 

saw them usually after school or asked another teacher’s permission to take 

them from the regular classes (biology or English) to work on this project.

We started by discussing environmental problems in and around our 

school: we have water nearby, there are two lakes in the vicinity, the in-

door air is sometimes quite thick in our classes and young people do not 

feel well. It was decided that Finland would explore the topic of mental 

well-being and environmental issues together with Denmark, England 

and Hungary.

After the planning meeting on 14 February 2004 with the other Young 

Minds teachers in Copenhagen, we made a mind map (Fig. 14) outlining 

what influences the mental well-being of young people. The map included 

a variety of issues such as hobbies, friends, family, school, idols, mass me-

dia and the environment.

We decided to concentrate on the issue of the mass media and their 

influence on health and well-being. The investigation focused on explor-

ing issues such as the following. To what extent do the mass media con-

trol our life and well-being? To what extent do the mass media determine 

what we talk about? In what ways do the mass media affect our opinions? 

How could we in the Young Minds project use the mass media to reach 

other students?

In this starting phase of the project, students made posters about 

Young Minds to inform the whole school community about this project.

Moreover, we organized activity days in the whole school to deal with 

some of the environmental issues. Examples of the activities include the 

following.

• Cleaning day. The whole school took part in activities to improve the 

physical environment of the school. Each class was assigned their own 

place to tidy up. Smokers cleaned their own corner.

• Recycling old clothing and other things day. The idea of this activity 

was to exchange old clothing, books and other things. However, the 

turnout was quite low. Students prepared a questionnaire to find out 

why this action was not successful. The results showed that the idea 

was very good in general but in the future it should be organized bet-

ter, with more specific information provided at the whole school level. 

Further, students suggested that instead of clothing we could recycle 

sports equipment (such as skates and skis), as this is more meaningful 

to most of the students.

• A day without a mobile phone. The idea of this activity was to initiate 

a discussion about the ways students use mobile phones and how this 

affects mutual communication, schoolwork and well-being.

 

In addition, as part of the cross-class collaboration and joint investiga-

tions, the Finnish Young Minders created a questionnaire for other Young 

Minders, dealing with the mass media. Examples of questions include the 

following.

• How much do young people in other countries watch television, and in 

what kind of information and programmes are they interested?
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• Do the mass media influence young people’s appearance, image and 

self-esteem? Is this similar or different in different countries?

• Are young people in other countries worried about war, pollution and 

how information from the mass media affects these worries?

• What can young people all over the world do to take better care of the 

environment?

 

The findings are published on the web site along with students’ reflections 

about the results.

In the vision phase of the work, we tried to combine mental well-being, 

the mass media and the environmental issues, but this turned out to be 

rather abstract and difficult. We could see on the web site that the Danish 

Young Minders succeeded in doing this very well by using Maslow’s hier-

archy of human needs, and we were inspired to read their reflections on 

the web site.

Action

In order to initiate changes and improve some of the environmental prob-

lems that we had identified, we took the following actions.

1. We held a meeting with the local environmental secretary to discuss 

the environmental projects in the Municipality of Asikkala. Students 

had several suggestions aimed at improving the environment in the 

local community and the school.

• Waste bins should be cleaned more often.

• The local environmental issues should be communicated better 

with young people.

• Teachers’ cars should be parked safely, away from the school, so 

that there will be no danger of motor vehicle accidents at all.

• There should be more places to park bicycles at the school.

2. We made suggestions to the school board on how to improve the psy-

chosocial environment of the school.

• It is important to have newspapers in the lobby; it will help stu-

dents to get more information about the environment and news 

about the world.

• Trash should be separated at source in the whole school and not 

just in the kitchen.

• The physical environment of the school should be improved: for 

example, the lobby in front of the history and math classrooms 

could have more benches and places for socializing.

• The school cafeteria should have a greater variety of healthy prod-

ucts.

3. We disseminated the project experiences by publishing an article about 

Young Minds in the local newspaper.

 

All these actions are underway, and their outcomes were to become visible 

when the new school year started.

International collaboration
The planning meeting in Copenhagen was excellent: when the names are 

linked with faces, it is easier to make contact later and use the web-based 

discussion forum.

During the project, students looked carefully at the web introductions 

of each group and some gave feedback on this work. It was not easy for all 

of them to write messages to unknown peers, and some had to be pushed 

a little once in a while.

As part of the cross-cultural work, the Finnish students designed a 

questionnaire and sent it to the other Young Minds classes to investigate 

their opinions about the mass media and well-being. The findings were 

published on the web site, representing similarities and differences be-

tween different classes. In addition, students replied to the questions con-

cerning other topics they got from the other classes.

At the Conference in Budapest, students collaborated with the other 

Young Minders presenting the project, the posters and the web content 

to the Conference participants. Further, they performed the interviews in 

cross-class teams and updated the web site together on a daily basis.
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Main barriers and challenges in the process
I found using the IVAC approach difficult but challenging. Working with 

the students so that they can investigate and find information themselves 

instead of getting ready-made answers has been a challenge. Further, 

working in English has been a challenge. The success of the approach de-

pends heavily on the motivation of the students, and this is sometimes 

hard to achieve. However, when motivated, students were very enthusi-

astic about the project and even spent time in their summer holidays to 

work on it independently.

The web publishing took a lot of time and depended on the skills some 

students had prior to the project, as there was not much time to study the 

web platform. In addition to the Young Minds web site, I used the school’s 

intranet to share information and discuss tasks, but this was not so ef-

ficient as talking with the students face to face.

Our topic (the relationship of the mass media to mental well-being and 

environmental issues) was complicated, and we had difficulty relating it 

to environmental issues. This was especially challenging when we wanted 

to discuss the issues related to mental well-being with the local politi-

cians responsible for environmental issues. They do not seem to think 

that these issues are related.

Generally, we had little time for the project. Most of the time I was pret-

ty much alone with “my” project. In some periods I was quite stressed. I 

would highly recommend that the schools establish two teams of teachers 

for such a major project. One could concentrate on the content and con-

ceptual issues and the other could deal with the practical issues and the 

information and communication technology. The time is also crucial for 

the cross-cultural collaboration. There should be sufficient time for stu-

dents to get to know one another and to work on their classroom-based 

projects, so that they would have something concrete on which to collabo-

rate. If all the energy is devoted to their own classroom-based work, there 

is not much left for mutual collaboration.

Main benefits of the project
For the Finnish Young Minders, the project has been beneficial in many 

ways. Among other things they learned:

• to work with web publishing;

• to communicate in English;

• to collaborate internationally;

• to make interviews, charts and graphs;

• to compare the same environmental and health issues in several 

European countries;

• to work in action-oriented ways; and

• to organize their own project.

Experience from the Budapest Conference
My students loved the action at the Conference, even though at the begin-

ning they were a little scared. As one of the students stated: “It was worth 

all the work.” They had a once-in-a-lifetime experience and gained many 

new friends. The participation at the Conference provided a good oppor-

tunity to practise expressing themselves, making new contacts and con-

ducting interviews. Students were impressed by the attention Conference 

participants gave them. We also got invited to participate at a conference 

in Finland next year.

Further, we got some ideas to bring back home from Budapest for our 

future work in the school.

• We could make a brochure about our school in English.

• We could make an English version of our web site.

• We could make a printed (and/or web) school magazine a couple times 

a year. Students in each grade would be responsible for the publishing 

the things that are important to them.

• We should tell others about the Conference and share what we have 

experienced.

• We should organize a theme day or week for mental well-being in the 

autumn, also at the national level together with other schools in the 

Finnish Network of Health Promoting Schools.



50 Young people want to be part of the answer   51

The students about the project
✔ We think that this has been an interesting experience (demanding, frustrating, 

worth the work it demanded) which has made our solidarity stronger in the 

class, because we have spent so much time together.

✔ We have really started to think about these issues, what we have investigated, 

and we have become interested about them.

✔ Creating the web pages was fun; we saw pictures and introductions about 

the other groups. We communicated with students from other countries in the 

discussion forum, which was inspiring in many ways.

✔ Our English improved by all of the translations and so on. Even more im-

portantly, now we know something about youngsters’ mental well-being and 

school environments in Europe. This is a good base for us to think about these 

issues also after this project.

✔ The Conference was the best part of the project.

✔ After the Conference I see the whole project more clearly.

Young Minds in Spain

Santiago Villora Moreno

Context and participants
Tavernes Blanques is a small village with 9000 people. The school is sur-

rounded by a market garden, which is a typical feature of the surround-

ings of Valencia city. Tavernes Blanques School is a secondary school built 

in 2001 (Fig. 15). It is located less than 3 km north-east of Valencia city. 

There are around 800 students and 70 teachers working together. Students 

attend classes according their age (12–18 years old) in the first and second 

level of secondary education (1 to 4 ESO in Spain) and Bachillerato (upper 

secondary 1 and 2).

In 2002, our school started participating in the Spanish Network of Health 

Promoting Schools. In this framework we were proposed to collaborate in 

the Young Minds project, and Tavernes Blanques School was finally se-

lected.

I am a tutor in grade 3 of secondary education, so I selected a resource 

group of students 15–16 years old. Students were not selected because of 

Fig. 15. Tavernes Blanques School: front and back
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their ability in English (extremely low in schools in Spain) or because of 

their qualifications. They were selected because of their attitudes towards 

classwork, responsibility, maturity, and so on. Another important criterion 

for me was that we would spend a week together in Budapest, so I, as a 

teacher, needed to trust them while we were both working and travelling.

Description of the process at the school
We started trying to identify the main environmental problems in our 

school. We worked for 2.5 weeks in collaboration with other students 

(grades 3 and 4 of secondary education: 14–16 years old). The results of this 

initial phase were classified into eight different themes.

Architectural problems. Although the school is very new, it has many 

design problems: leaks, poor air circulation and high temperature in sum-

mer, thin walls separating classrooms, windows with blinds obstructing 

sunlight (we are using electric light even at noon in the summer!). We 

have hundreds of lockers that cannot be closed and are therefore useless 

for students.

Rubbish and recycling. All areas frequented by students are dirty, 

mainly the playground, cafeteria, corridors and toilets (Fig. 16). Students 

discard sandwiches, aluminium foil and other rubbish. More than 50% of 

the students mix batteries with common rubbish. The school does not re-

cycle waste.

Vandalism. Many doors and windows are broken. Some students peel 

off class labels and other elements that can easily be dismantled (Fig. 16).

Smoking. Students generally smoke inside, outside and around the 

school. The toilets are one of their preferred smoking places, and other 

students cannot use the toilets because of smoke.

Foul smell. The school is located near sources of foul odours such 

as factories and wastewater conduits. Some days the windows must be 

closed, even during summer (Fig. 16).

Surrounding environment. The environment surrounding the school 

looks very good because of the market garden (fields), but there are many 

other suburban areas near the school where people do not take care (Fig. 

16).

Internet inaccessibility. First we worked at a very low speed, but now we 

cannot access the Internet at all. We cannot access the Young Minds site 

from any student’s computer.

Social behaviour factors. Some students are worried about their social 

behaviour during breaks. They are grouped according to age from 12 to 

18–19 years old but other factors as bullying, smokers, social position, im-

migrants and so on are also displayed. They are interested in doing some-

thing “different” during break time to improve this.

Despite all these environmental problems, students like their school, 

they feel well in it and it is the main reason for changing the problems de-

scribed. Students then selected topics according to the expected changes: 

rubbish and recycling, smoking and music during breaks.

Students’ participation and Internet access
During the presentation of the Young Minds project, students were at-

tracted for the novelty but they quickly considered the project too ex-

tensive and difficult to interpret because it seems they did not believe in 

the project. When I showed them the web site, they started to become 

interested, but unfortunately a week later the Internet was inaccessible 

for six weeks. Then the Internet connection worked during May, but at the 

Fig. 16. Inappropriate use of a class notice board; the playground area after recess; 

the environment around the school; sources of foul odours close to the school
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beginning of June it was definitively offline. It was very difficult working 

with students without any “visible” information. Just three students with 

Internet access at home started to work on the project.

Investigations
The IVAC approach is a scientific approach and method for finding prob-

lems, identifying them and making suggestions for change. Using this 

approach, we started to identify the main environmental problems. 

Investigation was necessary as a starting-point. Students were interested 

about what is happening in and around the school: recycling, smokers, 

student groups during breaks, foul odours, dirt in the school and rubbish 

accumulating around the school. Each problem was studied during class 

time, discussed among the students and the environmental impact under-

lined. Students agreed that they would feel better if they would improve 

things and initiate change. Nevertheless, many problems were too difficult 

to act on, so students selected the more realistic environmental problems 

(the ones for which they could expect change following their action).

Action and change
Rubbish and recycling

• We sent a letter to the village council informing about the Young Minds 

project (4 May 2004). In the letter we explained our objectives related 

to recycling and asked for financial support. Also we sent a second 

letter (early June) to the municipality to obtain funds from private en-

terprises and from the regional council. On this occasion we also asked 

for a plastic container to be installed close to the school. We previously 

contacted private companies to determine whether they are interested 

in financing our project if the council acts as an intermediary. We do 

not know the results, but the school never received any funds.

• We had a meeting (25 May 2004) with the person responsible for envi-

ronmental issues in Tavernes Blanques, explaining our problems and 

offering the school as an environmental health education centre in 

collaboration with the council initiatives. As a result of this meeting, 

they provided the school with a container to collect batteries.

• A campaign was held in the school (poster and advertisements) to en-

courage students to use battery containers (Environmental Education 

in grade 4). The initial results were very impressive: batteries collected 

during six weeks (Fig. 17) may contaminate 45 million litres of water, 

which is nearly the water consumed during two months in Tavernes 

Blanques (9000 people).

Music

• In order to improve the school atmosphere, each day several songs 

selected by the students were played during recess. The organization 

would need to be improved to give this responsibility fully to the stu-

dents (it was always the same teacher – me – involved in this task!). 

The initial results were very good.

Smoking

• For World No Tobacco Day (31 May), students created posters showing 

tobacco problems that were displayed in the school.

• Smoking awareness: our smoking programme (experimental design 

“the compulsive smoker”) participated in a competition, and we were 

awarded a prize.

International collaboration
The problems with the Internet access in the school prevented us from 

participating more substantially in the international collaboration. We 

only participated by collecting data from students and sending back test 

Fig. 17. Students collecting 

batteries
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information to the other schools in Young Minds. The discussion forum at 

the Young Minds web site is a good way to collaborate if you have Internet 

access.

Advice and recommendations
• More details should be available about the process of selecting schools 

for Young Minds in each country.

• There should be at least two teachers responsible for Young Minds in 

each school. Doing this work alone is difficult.

• Selecting more enthusiastic students from different classes would be 

better.

• The planning meeting is strongly recommended and very useful.

• The project should be a whole-school project involving more teachers 

working in teams.

• Teachers should know the objectives and details of new projects in ad-

vance. Further, teachers should read case stories like these before they 

commit themselves to such a project.

• Distributing a summary of the project within each country might be 

helpful. This document can be used to contact local councils and mass 

media.

• Teachers should contact local and regional authorities and mass me-

dia. This would make the project known not only in the school but also 

within the local community, which could help in fundraising.

• The project coordinators should support teachers in their daily work. 

Sometimes this may mean that more work needs to be done. Other 

times their advice is very helpful. In any case, it is important for teach-

ers to know that the support team is ready to help them.

• Make a realistic budget for all partners included (teachers, coordina-

tors and students).

• Information and communication technology facilities (especially the 

Internet) should be checked in advance. If unexpected problems with 

the information and communication technology occur, it should be 

possible to go to the nearest cybercafé, paid by the school, to work on 

the project.

Comments and concluding remarks
Experience from Spain implies that much hard work is needed in the fu-

ture. The environmental and health problems identified in this project re-

flect cultural behaviour in many regions of Spain. Students’ behaviour at 

school often reflects parents’ behaviour in the village.

The Young Minds project has been very helpful in making the students 

aware about environmental problems. Several actions have already start-

ed and should be followed in the future by other action. But the main work 

must be done with the support and cooperation of other projects. We need 

the collaboration of the responsible authorities (local, region or country) to 

start a national action plan for health and environment.

The Budapest Conference was successful. Despite their limited English 

skills, the students in Spain worked hard interviewing representatives 

from many countries, presenting our local environmental and health 

problems and asking for ways to make changes.

What do students say about the project?
✔ It’s a good opportunity to improve the environment, but it should not stop at 

the end of the project.

✔ It has been a short time to work on the project, so changes are not evident.

✔ Environmental education should start with very young people.

✔ Our local representatives are closer than expected. We can meet them!
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Young Minds in Denmark

Kamma Rasmussen

Context and participants
Katrinebjergskolen is situated in Denmark’s second largest city. The 

Municipality of Aarhus has one of Denmark’s largest public-sector pri-

mary and lower secondary education systems, with more than 27 000 stu-

dents at 53 schools.

Katrinebjergskolen has 600 students (from kindergarten to 

grade 9) and 70 teachers. The school is located in northern 

Aarhus. Most of the children come from middle-class and low-

er-middle-class families living in flats and small houses. Students are typi-

cally urban children without much contact and experience with nature.

Twenty-three students 13–14 years old are participating in the Young 

Minds project: 8 boys and 15 girls. Four students have either one or two 

parents who were born outside Denmark. About one fourth of the students 

have learning difficulty, but they are doing well in practical subjects.

Almost all the parents are working or studying. Parents are interested 

in their children’s schooling. When they heard about the Young Minds 

project, they backed it up. Parents think it is a great opportunity for their 

children to go to Budapest and take part in the Conference.

The school, which is under the Aarhus Municipal Education Authority, 

is environmentally certified. Energy conservation measures, energy man-

agement and environmental management are already in force. To develop 

the educational aspect, the local school authority has developed the Green 

Touch Project in collaboration with the Danish University of Education. 

This project supports schools in their work with environmental policy. 

The approach is to develop children’s action competence in relation to the 

environment. Since Katrinebjergskolen is an active school in the Green 

b
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Touch Project and I have been working with the project, we were selected 

for the Young Minds project.

I find it important that the process in the Young Minds project be part 

of the daily education in the class. The national curriculum states that 

students should work with methods very similar to the IVAC approach 

(problem and project oriented); this is why I attach great importance to 

the project for all students in the class.

The process
Before the planning workshop on 14 February 2004 in Copenhagen for the 

coordinating team and the teachers, we discussed possible topics in the 

class. Students had several proposals. We discussed that it should be a 

topic relevant to the children and of such importance that they were able 

to present it at the Conference in Budapest.

During the workshop, the teachers and coordinators agreed on two 

topics: school and the environment and mental well-being. I think our 

decision-making process was not adequate, especially for the topic of 

mental well-being, because it was not discussed and evaluated in relation 

to students and their practice. I regretted that I did not react when the 

students did not quite understood the meaning behind the words and had 

problems finding content for their own investigation.

After the workshop in Copenhagen, students conducting brainstorm-

ing with inspiration from some topics in the mass media. Maslow’s hier-

archy of human needs (Fig. 18) was shown and discussed in the class, and 

I asked students to find topics that they thought would be important to 

human needs. I also wanted the topic to give us possibilities to conduct 

some science education and investigation because we were going to work 

with the project in science lessons.

Our focus was the body and security (physical needs). These must be 

fulfilled to provide mental well-being. Health and environmental issues 

are related to the fulfilment of these needs.

The students found various issues related to the pyramid and wrote 

their contributions in the discussion forum at the web site on the follow-

ing issues:

• love and friends;

• fatness;

• breakfast;

• bullying;

• alcohol; and

• asthma.

 

Students were active in the decision-making process; they proposed sug-

gestions and argued for them. They also listened to the teacher’s argu-

ments because I have a more extensive and more general view.

The brainstorming and the class debate gave us many ideas to con-

tinue the process. Then the class followed and joined the dialogue in the 

discussion forum (the web site), collected new ideas and conducting new 

brainstorming: What are the most interesting issues from the discussion 

forum? Students and teachers ended up with this list of priority topics:
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Fig. 18. Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs
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• smoking and cigarettes;

• air pollution (transport, cancer and asthma);

• depression and suicide;

• anorexia;

• fatness; and

• alcohol.

 

We decided to go on with air pollution and made an overview of our over-

all theme (Fig. 19).

Investigation

The focus in the investigation phase was now: air pollution. In the news 

we heard and read a lot about:

• the salmon from the Baltic Sea being contaminated with dioxins;

• particulate matter from diesel polluting the air in the cities; and

• global warming caused by carbon dioxide emission from electricity 

generation, from transport and from incinerating waste.

Students developed questions to guide their further investigations on 

these issues. The investigations took different forms and modes includ-

ing:

• finding information in books, in newspapers and on the Internet.

• posing questions (by e-mail) to the public transport company owned by 

the Municipality of Aarhus and of Aarhus County and to a large private 

bus company;

• interviewing a scientist who is investigating how air pollution influ-

ences children’s health; and

• conducting experiments to illustrate the greenhouse effect and to in-

dicate the particulate matter in the exhaust from cars (Fig. 20).

 

In my view, conducting the investigations carefully is important so that 

the students get to know the subject as well as possible and understand 

its coherence and complexity. This is the basis for action readiness and 

for initiating change. At this stage we received help in the form of ideas, 

articles and links from the members of the coordinating team.

Visions

In the vision phase, the students worked in smaller groups so all of them 

were able to be active, responsible and committed. They presented the re-

sults to their classmates and summed up the visions. I think that the final 

visions should be simple, clear and understandable to all the students. 

The visions articulated by the students included the following.

• We would like to walk around in Aarhus – and in the world – without 

worrying about getting bad particles into our lungs and the rest of our 

body.

Air pollution

Indoor

1. Smoking/cigarettes
2. Asthma, allergies, and
    chemical sensitivity
3. Candles
4. Paint
5. Household cleaners
6. Plastics
7. Personal care products
8. Make up
9. Etc.

Outdoor

1. CO2

2. CFG
3. Smog
4. Ozone
5. Acid rain
6. Trafiic
7. Industry
8. Ect.

Fig. 19. Overview of air pollution

Fig. 20. Experimenting with air pollution
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• We would like to eat eggs, meat and fish and drink milk without any 

worries about dioxin in it.

• We should reduce carbon dioxide emissions. Everyone in the world 

should have the right to live a good life (also people in the future). We 

must share the riches of the world and keep the world and nature in-

tact.

Action and change

In the next stage of the project, in order to come closer to their visions, the 

students carried out the following actions:

• making suggestions for the new transport plan for Aarhus;

• making suggestions to the municipal councillor who is the leading lo-

cal responsible person for environmental issues; and

• creating a questionnaire for three different bus companies.

 

The first action is described here in greater detail.

The Municipality of Aarhus has made a plan for the future transport in 

the city centre. Citizens were invited to send their ideas about the trans-

port plan. The Young Minds class from Katrinebjergskolen made a sugges-

tion and sent it to the Municipality (Fig. 21).

All the contributions for the future transport plan were exhibited in 

the town hall (Fig. 22).

As a different kind of action, the results from the experiments and the 

other investigations were used in a debate play made by a group of stu-

dents (Fig. 23). The debate play was shown at a reception in Copenhagen 

and at the Healthy Planet Forum (the parallel forum for nongovernmental 

organizations linked to the Conference in Budapest; http://www.healthy-

planet-forum.org); later it will be shown to other students and their par-

ents in our school.

In addition, as part of the action phase, we informed the following peo-

ple about the project:

• the person responsible for transport in Aarhus;

• the Mayor of Aarhus;

• Denmark’s Minister for the Environment;

h i

SUGGESTIONS
FOR THE TRANSPORT PLAN

FOR AARHUS

• We suggest that only a few cars must drive into the city centre.
• There will be less particle pollution and noise pollution, and it is 

safer for children and old people.

• There should be huge parking places outside the city centre where 
people can park their cars.

• We think that there should be carry though streetcars, because they 
don’t pollute as much as buses and cars do. They use electricity 
and not diesel or fuel. Then there will not be emitted any dangerous 
particles through exhaust. And less CO2 will end up in the atmos-
phere.

• We think there should be bikes which people can borrow for only 3 
dollars (you get it back when you have finished) and there should 
be bike taxis for hire.

• It will be safer to bike if there are not any cars on the road.
• Parents should also have the chance to borrow a bike trailer or a 

bike for the kids if they can’t be placed on the parents’ bike.

Fig. 21. Students’ suggestions on the transport plan for Aarhus

Fig. 22. Exhibition in the town hall presenting suggestions for city transport in 

the future, including the Young Minds proposal
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• Denmark’s Minister for Health; and

• the European Union Commissioner responsible for the Environment.

The Budapest Conference
The whole class went to Budapest because, in addition to the Ministerial 

Conference, students took part at the Healthy Planet Forum too (Fig. 24). 

The students paid the travel themselves (saved money, sponsorship and 

money paid by the parents). At the Healthy Planet Forum, the students 

showed the debate play picturing some of the problems and conflicts of 

interest regarding health and environmental issues and collaborated with 

the students from Ireland and Spain. They presented the Young Minds 

process in our school and the findings from their investigations.

 

Fig. 24. Young Minders discussing with Denmark’s 

Minister for the Environment at the Budapest 

Conference

 

 

Working with the IVAC approach in the class
One might not directly see any changes related to the Young Minds work 

in our class or community. The changes are in our heads and hearts and, 

in the community, changes are like constant dripping that wears away the 

stone. The students have been part of a democratic process: they made 

suggestions for the transport plan for Aarhus and they found it very im-

portant to influence the ministers in Budapest. They have taken a stand 

on current health and environmental problems. They know how to take 

action and how to solve problems. That is important experience to have 

for a future citizen in a democratic society.

Working the IVAC way has given students some qualifications for the 

future, such as:

• asking questions and ranking them in priority;

• finding answers;

• preparing and carrying out interviews;

• finding information in books and on the Internet;

• expressing themselves;

• expressing their attitudes;

• coming up with proposals;

• making plans for a project;

• organizing a project;

• collaborating; and

• communicating.

Collaboration
Presentation and information on the web site was an important and 

motivating process in the collaboration, but personal contact is always 

best. The teachers and the coordinating team met in Copenhagen on 14 

February 2004 in the beginning of the project and were introduced to each 

other, which was very important for cooperation.

The dialogue on the web site and the discussion forum were slow in 

the beginning because classes were busy with their own topic. They did 

not respond to the content of the various web pages. When the other 

Young Minders sent the first questionnaires, my students found them in-

teresting to answer but soon found that the questions were rather similar. 

However, they also found interesting ideas and questions: for example, the 

questionnaire from England asked whether there are any television pro-

grammes aimed at children and young people. The Danish students found 

exploring this question very interesting.

The international collaboration stimulated and inspired the students 

in their work because they knew that there were recipients for their mes-

sages. Further, collaborating with students from other countries at the 

Fig. 23. Fragments of the debate play on air pollution
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Conference was important for the students. Nevertheless, this was chal-

lenging because they were young people like themselves and they did not 

know one another very well.

Barriers and challenges
• Having to write in English was a barrier and challenge to the Danish 

students. It took longer, and they were hampered by a limited vocabu-

lary. They expressed themselves in a more limited way than they would 

have in Danish.

• Conducting good interviews is difficult for the students. They prepare 

questions and stick to them when they interview, rarely posing new 

exploratory questions based on the replies. It is a major demand for all 

the students but an important challenge to give to some of them.

• The time from February to June is split up into many short periods 

because of holidays, and working parallel in the countries and working 

in unbroken modules are therefore difficult.

• Using the web was a slow process because of technical difficulty and 

lack of skills. I would have established a web group to do most of the 

web work if I had known that in advance. The support from the coordi-

nating team was excellent.

• Young Minds is a vast and enormous process, especially for the stu-

dents who need guidance and structure. They lose the broad view. 

Helping them to find reasonable tasks they can handle can be very 

difficult. The process is fine for the students who have good language 

skills but hard for those who learn through practical tasks.

• When we conducted brainstorming and made decisions, the “strong” 

and most confident students were the most active. I would like to help 

the other students in achieving more influence, because they need it 

the most.

• Guiding the students in a process in which the teacher can have 

difficulty in maintaining an overview is difficult. It was nice to be 

supported by e-mails from the coordinating team. The support also 

included three visits to the class by a member of the coordinating 

team.

Suggestions
• A front page on the web site telling what is new every time there is a 

change would be useful.

• The collaboration is more manageable if only two countries are in-

volved at the beginning. Later on two collaborating groups could be 

joined together.

• The Irish Young Minders had made posters about each country. This 

was a good idea. If two collaborators make presentations of each other, 

they get more involved in each other, and you get involved in adding 

important information about your own country.

• Students’ ideas and visions should have a more crucial role in the ac-

tion part.

• Motivation to collaborate could be increased if the students had known 

each other better.

• The coordinating team should communicate with the students about 

the process, the programme at the Conference etc.

• I think meta-reflections are important to understand one’s role and 

opportunities in a process.

• Students could be involved more directly in the project from the very 

beginning by writing a letter to the students and their parents to intro-

duce the project and the timetable.

• Personal contacts will lead to better collaboration. This could include 

a videoconference for the students at the start of the project and a 

workshop for students similar to the one held for teachers.

• It could help the work in the classes if we had more examples from the 

beginning describing:

– various ways of collaborating, such as questionnaires, an online 

growing story or making a sketch jointly;

– the IVAC approach illustrated and explained to students;

– how to make interesting posters (graphics); and

– a more detailed project timeline.
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Concluding remarks
Working in an action-oriented way is very good for committed students 

but difficult for students who are not interested in reading news or attend-

ing to what is going on concerning environmental problems. Remembering 

and supporting these students is important.

Students should be given a voice and encouraged to participate in the 

process as well. Participating in a project such as Young Minds opens the 

students’ minds towards the world outside their own. The Danish Young 

Minders saw the advantages of their own school when they heard about 

the school in Spain. I think that it is important that young people see how 

privileged they are in Europe and that they take responsibility for the fu-

ture.

The students about the project
✔ We know much more about the topics than our friends in the other classes.

✔ We know a lot about air pollution and we think about what we are doing in 

everyday life.

✔ Our work has been purposeful.

✔ Good to know that others in other countries are working with the same things, 

but not until we physically are working together do we know it fully.

Young Minds in the Czech Republic

Marketa Uhlirova

School and the local setting
School attendance in the Czech Republic is compulsory from age 6–15 

years. Most children attend state (public) schools, but there are newly es-

tablished private and church schools. Education at state schools up to 18 

years of age is free of charge. Private and church schools charge school 

fees.

Základní School in Sumperk is an elementary school with 723 students 

aged 6–15 years and 51 teachers and other staff (Fig. 25).

 

Fig. 25. Základní School in Sumperk

The school profile in brief

• Broad language education from grade 3  

(English, German, Spanish and French)

• Intensive language courses for students in grades 

5 and 6 combined with stays in nature and sport 

activities

• Educational and cognitive trips to Great Britain for grade 8 students

• Exchange visit with students of an elementary school in Goss Weinstein, 

Germany

• Participation in international projects
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• Project day – health day

• Since 1992 part of the Czech Network of Health Promoting Schools

• Since 2000, involved in the OECD Programme for International Student 

Assessment (15-year-old students)

• Active support of education in ecology (teaching ecological biology and 

Project TEREZA – separating waste at the source)

• The school library publishes a school magazine Alfonz four times a 

year

The city

Sumperk is a town in the valley of the Jeseníky Mountains, situated at 

50°N and 17°E and with an average elevation of about 350 metres above 

sea level. The town has many sunny slopes and extensive forests. The area 

of Sumperk is 2790 ha.

Selection of students and organizing the project
After the planning meeting in Denmark on 14 February 2004, we chose 

the students who were going to be directly involved in the project work. 

The teachers responsible decided to choose the oldest students in grade 9. 

After we informed students about the project, they got two days to think 

about it. Twenty students were interested, and they were asked to make 

a small project on the topic of the school environment. On this basis, 10 

students were selected to be directly involved in Young Minds.

At the first meeting with the students, the IVAC approach was ex-

plained and discussed. We decided that every Thursday afternoon would 

be the Young Minds day.

The class started with a brainstorm on environmental issues related to 

their school and town as a point of departure in selecting the specific topic 

for the whole Young Minds project. Students started to speak their minds 

and the teacher listened to them, writing down notes and merely coordi-

nating the discussion and supporting their ideas. The students felt that 

the students from lower grades should have the opportunity to express 

their opinions about an ideal school. Thus, the students had homework of 

collecting information and making a poster of an ideal school (Fig. 26).

 

This was a perfect start, because within a week the whole school was in-

formed about the Young Minds project. After this the Young Minds team 

established a display board in the hallway where all posters, information 

and steps related to Young Minds were published on a regular basis.

The posters about the ideal school and the ways to improve the school 

environment showed that many students were interested in separating 

rubbish, recycling and hygiene. So the Young Minders decided that the 

specific topic to be explored in the project should be recycling and hy-

giene.

As a part of the investigation activities, the Young Minds group visited 

the local council for the environment and asked questions about recycling 

in our town. Students found out that the town council already does a lot to 

support cleanness and waste separation in the town. But they complained 

about groups of irresponsible people who do not care and ruin the work 

of everybody by throwing 10 kg of dust into to a full rubbish bin of plastic 

bottles. The Council thought that the Young Minds project could help in 

influencing these people to think differently and to take better care of the 

environment. Further, the town council was introduced to new, fresh per-

spectives, suggested by Young Minds, to make the town nicer and cleaner. 

Students enjoyed preparing this visit and conducting interviews with the 

Fig. 26. Poster of an ideal school 

prepared by Hungarian Young 

Minders
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people in the council. It helped them see the things from different view-

points.

Actions

To improve the hygiene in the classrooms, each classroom needed two 

rubbish bins: one for rubbish and one for plastic. The students seem to be 

aware of this and are separating rubbish.

Then the Young Minders arranged paper collection, which will take 

place regularly – a couple of times during the school year. Further, alu-

minium is collected at the school club every Tuesday before lessons.

Students carried out direct action and painted the rubbish bins in the 

schoolyard a sunny yellow colour (Fig. 27). The class enjoyed painting the 

rubbish bins, and the effect was great because there is not much litter 

around the school.

 

In the Czech Republic, 1 June is Children’s Day. On this occasion Young 

Minders organized games for younger students, including:

• collecting plastic bottles for recycling: this was great fun, and the stu-

dents explained to the younger children why recycling is important; 

and

• separating various items, such as mineral-water bottles, glass and soda 

cans, depending on the materials of which they are made.

 

As a part of the investigation process, students explored the importance of 

waste separation worldwide. Students were acting locally but they started 

to think globally, realizing that the world is interconnected and that peo-

ple need to collaborate across borders if the world of the future is to be a 

nice place in which to live.

New investigation and action

As part of the investigation activities, the students created a questionnaire 

to explore how much people in the local community know about recycling 

and other environmental issues. They decided to publish the findings as 

well as additional information in a newsletter that they put together inde-

pendently, with a little support from me as their teacher.

During the work with the newsletter, students influenced some local 

people as they were going around in the local community, asking ques-

tions and trying to find more information, which helped them see that 

local action is very important.

The newsletter’s information section included facts about recycling of 

glass, paper, plastic and aluminium. Students drew pictures to illustrate 

the text (Fig. 28), trying to picture the humorous but also the serious di-

mensions of the environmental problems.

Fig. 27. Students with rubbish bins

Fig. 28. Illustration in the student 

newsletter
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According to the students’ wishes, the newsletter is supposed to be 

distributed among as many people in the town as possible and eventually 

also in other countries.

Students’ comments
The following comment by one of the students captures the opinions re-

garding Young Minds of most of them.

✔ I am very pleased that we got a possibility to be involved in the Young Minds 

project. Because of that, we learned a lot about our planet and especially 

about separating rubbish and recycling. It is great that teenagers like us can 

do something to help create a clean and healthy world for the next generations. 

I especially enjoyed the direct actions we took. Also the part when we were col-

lecting information for our newsletter was very interesting.

Concluding comments
Young Minds has been a very interesting, enjoyable and learning project 

for me as a teacher, even though I actually only coordinated the students’ 

work, supporting their ideas and helping them out when they needed it. I 

tried to enhance their motivation, to help them to take different perspec-

tives and to further develop their ideas. I was very pleased that I had 100% 

support from the headmaster at our school, which made the work on the 

project much easier.

Young Minds in Hungary

Katalin Zalavári, Kinga Tamás and Tünde Pápa Gelencsérné

Context and participants
Pécs, the seat of Baranya County, is the largest city in Transdanubia with 

a population of 170 000. The 2000-year-old city was built on the south-

ern foothills of the Mecsek Hills, which are almost 700 metres above sea 

level. The climate is Mediterranean. Cultural relics and the civilizations of 

different countries have bequeathed a significant cultural heritage in the 

centre of Pécs. Sopianae, the early Christian necropolis (burying ground) 

dating from the fourth century, became included on the UNESCO World 

Heritage List in 2000.

Mezoszél Primary School, situated in the city centre, was opened in 

1972. It is a medium-sized school with almost 500 students 6–14 years old. 

There are two classes in each grade. A total of 38 teachers and 6 technical 

workers facilitate students’ learning.

The educational programme of the school includes the overriding 

importance of teaching foreign languages and environmental as well 

as health education. We prefer working with cooperative learning tech-

niques, making students realize the need for joining forces, sharing ideas, 

reaching conclusions and finally taking action. This is one reason that led 

us to be part of the Young Minds project.

Another reason was fruitful experience we gained from previous col-

laboration with the Danish University of Education on the implementation 

of a syllabus for environmental and health education. We have been work-

ing with the methods and materials adopted since then. In this project we 

joined the mental well-being theme.

The members of the team consisted of 28 students from the upper 

primary classes. Their motivation varied: some were interested in com-
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municating with young people from other countries via the Internet; the 

older ones found this to be a good opportunity to practise English.

Description of the process at the school
Soon after the project was introduced to the students, they realized that 

this project will enable them to express their thoughts and share their 

ideas with young people from other countries and to gain insight into en-

vironmental and mental well-being issues in an international context.

After the first phase of chatting, we had to concentrate on the seri-

ous part of the work. By the help of a guided discussion about mental 

health, we tried to grasp the concept and factors that affect people’s men-

tal health.

Investigation and vision

During the discussion about mental health, students worked out a list of 

questions they were seeking to answer.

• Are you at peace with yourself?

• What can cause stress for you?

• What situations and events make you stressful?

• What do you do to reduce the stress?

• Do you prefer going to school? (being under the pressure of expecta-

tions)

• Have you got true friends?

• Who can influence your thoughts?

• With whom can you talk about your problems?

• Are you concerned about your future?

• Can the mass media help?

• What is the role of the mass media in your life? (advantages and disad-

vantages)

• What would you like to change?

 

After familiarizing themselves with each other’s opinions, students had a 

look at a previous survey of the lifestyles of fifth- and sixth-graders. The 

results were alarming: children’s lives are becoming more and more trou-

bled, they watch everything on television with or without parental guid-

ance, and less time is spent on “pouring their hearts out”.

 

According to the Young Minds group:

• reality shows (watched most often by Hungarians) should be broadcast 

late in the evening without advertising them;

• the number of advertisements should be reduced; and

• violent and aggressive cartoons should be banned.

 

After the Young Minders examined these concerns more closely, the fol-

lowing questions arose:

• Are we going to become well-balanced adults?

• How can we prepare for this?

• Can we take care of ourselves and others?

• Can we live in peace with each other?

• Are we going to be surrounded by a healthy environment?

• How do we imagine our future?

 

The online and in-class discussions resulted in the decision to investigate 

the topic of the mass media. The title of our project became The Effects of 

News on Children’s Mental Health, World View and Vision.

Methods of investigation

The Young Minders wished to involve every age group at the school and 

decided to use the following methods:

• grades 1–3: discussion and drawing (How do you imagine your future 

in 20–30 years?);

• grades 4–6: interview in groups of 4–5 students; and

• grades 7–8: questionnaires.

 

Students formulated 29 questions for the questionnaire. The members of 

the Young Minds team collected the answers with great enthusiasm and 

were full of experience and excitement after meeting the younger stu-

dents. Nevertheless, they realized that the topic had to be narrowed down, 
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and 16 questions were consequently selected. We summarized and ana-

lysed our results and then wanted to make an international comparison 

with the other classes in the project. When we received the replies from 

the Young Minders from Denmark, England, Finland, Ireland and Slovenia, 

we were surprised by the similarity of the responses. Perhaps the country 

in which we live is not as important as our age and the world around us. 

But there were also differences, which we illustrate below.

Simultaneously with the questionnaires, some of the Young Minders 

observed the news for one week (morning and evening) on five television 

channels and two radio stations. They took notes on the news stories and 

categorized them. At the end of the week they summarized the results. 

 

Here is the rank list starting with the hottest topics:

• politics – 169 times during the week;

• stars and gossip;

• the economy;

• terrorism;

• war;

• catastrophes;

• sport;

• crime;

• visit of a politician; and

• environment (natural and built) – 29 times during the week.

 

Students were astonished by the fact that most of the news was about 

wars, acts of terrorism, accidents and crime. We wondered why the envi-

ronment is at the bottom of the list. Where can we encounter health is-

sues and people’s collaboration to save and protect the environment? The 

Young Minds group asked children about the news they remembered and 

heard most often. The answers were:

• sport;

• the European Union;

• gossip (such as on David Beckham and Victoria Adams Beckham); and

• war.

Results and international comparisons

We asked our partner schools in the other countries several questions 

about their views on the mass media. We asked them whether they watch 

news on television (Fig. 29). Apart from the students in Ireland, 75–80% of 

the respondents in the other countries watch news on television.

Do you watch news on TV?
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Fig. 29. Survey of Young Minders: news on television

Fig. 30. Survey of Young Minders: sources of information
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From where do children get their knowledge and information (Fig. 30)? 

The respondents in England and Slovenia are informed mostly by radio. 

The students in Hungary use the Internet the least to get information. 

About 60–70% of the respondents in Slovenia, Finland and Hungary read 

newspapers. The Young Minders in England think that getting information 

from friends is the least important.

We also asked questions about war (Fig. 31) and terrorism (Fig. 32). The 

results showed that the students in Ireland were less concerned about 

war, whereas the respondents in England and Slovenia were on the other 

end of the spectrum.

The Irish Young Minders were least worried about terrorism, and those 

in England, Denmark and Finland are most worried.

Finally, questions dealt with young people’s hope and vision about their 

future. The respondents in Finland, Slovenia, Denmark and Ireland were 

the most optimistic about the economic situation in which they would 

grow up, and those in Hungary and England were the most pessimistic 

(Fig. 33).

It is promising that almost everybody would like to have children, al-

though most of the Irish Young Minders do not “plan to have a family” (Fig. 

34 and 35). In some countries, such as Denmark, most students wanted 

to have two children, whereas the picture was much more mixed in other 

countries (such as in Ireland, where 20% want more than three children).

We also asked how often young people talk to their parents about 

their concerns and ideas about the future (Fig. 36). The Hungarian Young 

Minders indicated that pouring their hearts out in the family was crucial, 

and they wanted more time together with their parents. The international 

survey showed very large differences between the countries. In fact, the 

Do you think about what would happen if a war broke out?
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Fig. 32. Survey of Young Minders: terrorism

Fig. 31. Survey of Young Minders: war
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Fig. 33. Survey of Young Minders: economic situation



84 Young people want to be part of the answer  Young Minds in Hungary 85

Hungarians were among the ones spending most time with their parents, 

whereas many Young Minders in Ireland, Slovenia and Denmark say that 

they rarely talk to their parents.

Do you plan to have a family?
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Fig. 35. Survey of Young Minders: how many children?

Fig. 34. Survey of Young Minders: plan to have children?
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Are you afraid of the fact that by the time you grow up your 
environment might be badly damaged?
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Fig. 36. Survey of Young Minders: discussion with parents

Fig. 37. Survey of Young Minders: state of the environment
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All students expressed concern about the state of the environment 

when they grow up (Fig. 37). Again, there were great differences; those in 

England and Slovenia indicated the most serious concern.

Finally, we asked the young people in the other classes about action 

to improve the environment (Fig. 38). It was very positive that almost 

all young people in this survey indicated an interest in taking such ac-

tion. Nevertheless, there were again differences, and the respondents in 

Ireland were least interested in doing something for the environment. 

In many countries, rubbish was considered the most important topic for 

action.

The findings from the questionnaires helped us to draw comparisons 

between the different countries and to discuss the reasons for these dif-

ferences. During these discussions, we also started to look at our own situ-

ation and routines from new and refreshing perspectives. This was a good 

start for the next phases: developing visions and concrete actions.

Developing visions and actions

After the investigation phase, we tried to develop positive visions for the 

following problems to promote both mental and physical health.

 

Mass media

• Young people need their own television channel or programme for 11- 

to 18-year-olds: news, translated into their own language, events, life-

style, environmental problems and results that attract their attention. 

They also should be involved in the process of production.

• Talking about the effects of drugs and alcohol consumption is neces-

sary.

• There should be a forum on current local events and problems acces-

sible via the Internet in schools.

• Television should have less advertising.

 

School

• A students’ club (opportunities to talk)

• Editing a school newspaper

• Regular discussions with students (in extra classes)

• Learning by doing as a new approach

 

Built environment

• Safer playgrounds

• Leisure centres

• Opportunity for sports

 

The first step in taking action was contacting local politicians: decision-

makers who have the power to induce structural change. The first per-

son to be asked was Antonio de Blasio, Project Manager, Healthy City 

Foundation of Pécs.

The Young Minders asked for his help in the following topics:

• safer playgrounds;

• more leisure centres and access to sports; and

• a television programme for young people.

Do you do something to protect the environment?
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Fig. 38. Survey of Young Minders: action on environment
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Antonio de Blasio drew children’s attention to the fact that they should 

not only contact the decision-makers with their ideas but they should also 

make specific suggestions for how to solve the problems. Then their ideas 

will be more difficult to put aside. In his opinion, building a leisure centre 

requires serious financial support that he was not in a position to provide. 

But the building of a skateboard field could be arranged, and he even liked 

this idea very much.

In connection with the idea of safer playgrounds, he suggested that 

children conduct further surveys about this problem, missing things etc. 

Then he could also help with this. The same thing must be done with the 

television programme as well: make a detailed description addressing the 

following questions: To whom? About what? How often? And who will be 

the editors? If the plans are well prepared, the Foundation would be able 

to raise financial support to realize it. He agreed that programmes like the 

one mentioned were missing.

Hungary’s Minister for Environment and Water visited the town, which 

was a good opportunity for the Young Minders as well to take part in the 

discussion he led about environmental issues with children. Unfortunately, 

during that visit the Young Minders did not have a chance to talk about 

the project with the Minister, but they were not deterred for that reason. 

Instead they sent him an e-mail. The e-mail asked the following ques-

tions.

✔ As a result of our investigations, we found out that children watch too much 

television, and unfortunately they often see bad things, as if good things never 

happen in our country, in Europe or the world.

✔ What can we do about that? Where should we start? How do we forward our 

ideas to the appropriate institutions? Would you be willing to help us?

 

We also asked him about the environment:

✔ We are concerned about the environment. And we have discussed whether you 

accept children’s ideas and concerns in the national environmental protection 

planning.

✔ Could we have an influence in this? Is there a possibility? Could you help 

us?

The e-mail was sent, and we are still waiting for an answer.

Several specific changes have already happened. We succeeded in con-

tacting mass-media experts from regional and national television – this is 

still in progress.

The Student Board Club has been completed using the money obtained 

from paper collection. It is now being furnished.

We won first prize in the competition for collecting bottle caps among 

all schools in Pécs; the prize was three benches made from recycled caps.

We are going to contact the headmaster and Student Board leaders of 

our school to inform them about our plans. In addition, we will suggest 

initiating the following activities:

• possibilities for informal discussions; and

• a group of students trained for solving conflicts.

Students’ voices
We asked the students to evaluate the project. As the following quota-

tions illustrate, they mentioned several different issues and perspectives. 

In total they considered the project to be fun, valuable and a great learning 

experience.

✔ I believe it’s great examining problems from the children’s perspective and 

making contact with young people from other countries. (Botond Dani, 6b)

✔ I have had great fun because we could exchange our ideas on interesting and 

important issues in English. (Jozsef Werling, 8a)

✔ The project provided opportunity for familiarizing ourselves with the environ-

ment and opinions of others. (Laura Kocsis, 5b)

✔ I like this programme very much because I can meet and talk with young 

people from other countries and use English in reality. I remember the start-

ing-point; now we have many results and we can use them. There were times 

when I got bored when we made the diagrams and asked a question for the 

hundredth time, but now I see how little things become bigger and bigger. 

(Erna Jakab, 8a)

✔ In my opinion, working in groups was effective, mainly because we knew the 

evaluation of the results were on the way and we can have a word, too. I hope 

the work will have a positive effect on our vision. (Zsuzsanna Almos, 7b)
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✔ It was great fun. I liked going there, working for an important goal – this is a 

great thing to me. I’m proud that I was working on a task of this calibre. At 

last, work full of responsibility and a useful idea – because this is quite rare in 

schools ... . I must say, we had a lot of time to do it, but it was worth the effort. 

I missed the space where I could work or do something useful. I had only met 

a few kids who had important and useful ideas and had the courage to tell 

them. But here! I knew that they exist, but I never imagined that there were so 

many! To be honest, I felt great. I wonder what will come out of this ... (Daniel 

Ruckert, 8b)

Young Minds in Ireland

Stephen Doherty

Introduction
Mulroy College is a vocational school with 440 students (http://homepage.

eircom.net/~mulroyc). The school is located in Milford, a village nestled 

at the base of two peninsulas: Rosguill and Fanad. It is about 16 km north 

of County Donegal’s largest town: Letterkenny, Ireland. Our school was 

selected because it has a proven track record in both health and environ-

ment promotion. The Project Officer for Ireland’s National Environmental 

Health Action Plan is based in the North Western Health Board. The 

Department of Health and Children asked the Project Officer to designate 

a school for the Young Minds project, and we were chosen via the health 

promotion unit in our region.

My own selection as coordinator and Ursula O’Connor’s selection as 

assistant were based on our involvement in the Social Personal and Health 

Education (SPHE) programme and my involvement in two major environ-

mental projects within my school. The SPHE programme is a mandatory 

environmental and health course available to all students in all second-

level schools. The North Western Health Board has been one of the pio-

neers of this programme. The project partners were the North Western 

Health Board, the regional education authority (the Donegal VEC) and 

Mulroy College (Fig. 39).

Fig. 39. The partners for 

Young Minds Ireland



92 Young people want to be part of the answer  Young Minds in Ireland 93

The selection process
Young Minds began in October 2003 when the letter of invitation arrived 

at my school. After several meetings with school management and the 

environmental club committee, the principal and deputy principal decid-

ed to accept and support the project. As the chair of the environmental 

committee, I was appointed coordinator of the project, and my job was to 

communicate with the Danish University of Education coordinating team 

and to facilitate the project within Mulroy College. I was also head teacher 

for Rang Micheal (a third-year class) and had them for one class period a 

week for SPHE.

The Young Minds group evolved from this group when I invited the 

first, second and transition years to a meeting in my room at lunch times. 

The students were selected based on their interest alone. The age span of 

this group was 12–16 years. A core group of 19 students emerged (Fig. 40).

The project then became an energizing force within the school, and 

the new building in which we attended school started to develop charac-

ter through student empowerment and motivation. All the partners were 

now working to improve the common issues. The partners were all now 

very helpful, and a vision for the school as a microcosm of society was de-

veloping. The students and teachers recognized the debates and activities 

that were happening within the school. Students and teachers were both 

addressing issues such as transport conditions and agreeing on ways to 

improve the problems. The ideas that teachers were striving to introduce 

into the school were being discussed by students and vice versa, and this 

created a student–teacher dynamic on which the Young Minders intended 

to build. One of the main reasons for the buzz was the mix of interested 

students, teachers, management and outside bodies.

The process adapted by the Young Minds group was cross-collaboration 

using the joint IVAC approach. Our topic was to investigate the physical 

built environment along with the classes in the Czech Republic, Slovenia 

and Spain and to see how this affects people’s health. And then to take 

action according to local needs.

Investigation
Brainstorming on the physical built environment was carried out with 120 

students in our school. The age range was 12–19 years, and we felt that the 

variety of ideas would increase with the amount of time the students had 

spent in our school. Some drew maps, some made lists and some drew 

cartoons. They all took the task very seriously, but some ideas were a bit 

outrageous. For example, some more mature students suggested a severe 

reduction in the number of teachers and more or less total anarchy. The 

ideas were given to the Young Minds group and collated.

We then referred to the web site and involved ourselves in some col-

laboration. We converted our initial investigation results into posters and 

placed these around the school. One of the common denominators emerg-

ing between the students, teachers and partners was the idea of sustaina-

bility and continuity. We felt that it was very easy to carry out actions on a 

one-off basis, but would this improve everyone’s environment and health? 

The eventual structure would have to create a solid platform for the fu-

ture. The idea of planning was thus addressed, and the students sought 

the involvement of the Donegal Youth Council representative within the 

school. Sean Bryceland, one of the school’s youth councillors, gave a talk 

on the structure of the Donegal Youth Council and its umbrella, the Youth 

Parliament, and he offered to help in setting up a student council.

Vision
The vision we created was finally drawn up by Barry Green, one of the core 

activity coordinators, and placed on the web site (Fig. 41). This map was 

finalized by Barry and a group of first-year students (12 years old ).

Fig. 40. The Young Minders 

in Ireland
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This vision led the Young Minders to a more specialized debate to decide 

on a specific investigation. An investigation would have to be followed 

by action. The original brainstorming ideas were ranked, and these ideas 

were presented to our partners in the project. The Young Minds committee 

was now meeting every day at lunchtime and in our common free classes, 

and we eventually agreed in mid-May. It was decided to investigate the 

idea of setting up a student council to ensure that a structure would ex-

ist after this project that could continue the work of students. The idea of 

sustainable ideas appealed to everyone involved.

It was then decided to carry out smaller investigations into air pollu-

tion, waste management and the national environment and health action 

plan. A national environment and health action plan is a national plan to 

deal with how environment affects health. It is about bringing together 

the sectors whose activities and policies influence health and ensuring 

that they take health into account even when it is not normally consid-

ered part of their work. It is then about working together to manage the 

environmental factors that affect health. The Department of Health and 

Department of Environment are key to this at the national level in Ireland 

and the health service and local authorities at the local level. A school is 

a place where health and environment can be dealt with in a local and a 

global way. This form of education can form a foundation for the leaders 

of the future.

The support for the project at this stage had been boosted yet again 

with funding for proposed actions and funding for two extra students 

and one extra teacher to travel to the Healthy Planet Forum in Budapest. 

Our regional education authority, the Donegal VEC, gave this support 

in recognition of the work being done by the students and teachers in 

Mulroy College. As the sole representative for Ireland, Mulroy College 

presented a report on the IVAC approach to creating change by action 

within Mulroy College and its community, and the Donegal VEC was very 

supportive.

The four investigations included how to set up a student council, a lo-

cal study into air quality with specific reference to the restrictions on pub-

lic smoking instituted in Ireland in 2004, a general investigation into waste 

management, and an initial investigation of a national environment and 

health action plan. These have been reported on at the web site, and sev-

eral posters were prepared for the Conference itself. We feel that all pres-

entations reflect the central theme of environment and health: the future 

for our children. Our main presentation will be at the web site, and we 

feel the presence of investigations into air quality, national environment 

and health action plans and waste management are all vital in children’s 

health.

Our Internet and physical posters reflect some of the outcomes of 

the Children’s Environmental and Health Action Plan for Europe at the 

Conference. For example, paragraph 15(b) of the Children’s Environmental 

and Health Action Plan for Europe refers to environmental tobacco smoke, 

and this issue has been dealt with in both our school and our country. We 

reinforced the workplace ban with an antismoking campaign via posters. 

These posters highlighted the chemicals in tobacco and their implications. 

We feel the international collaboration referred to in paragraphs 17–20 has 

been well represented by our presentations, and we hope to continue and 

improve on successes and failures.

Fig. 41. Our vision of an ideal school
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Actions
Eleven actions were eventually completed. The planning for these actions 

was very time-consuming, and the support of the school was a pivotal fac-

tor. The principal, deputy principal and all teachers who taught the Young 

Minders’ normally scheduled classes were extremely supportive and co-

operative. We also feel our actions were similar or complemented the ac-

tions in our partner schools in the Czech Republic, Finland, Slovenia and 

Spain.

1. We felt the best way to create a good atmosphere in our school at break 

times was to create an area where students could gather and release 

their stress while at the same time create an area pleasing to the eye 

and also environmentally friendly. This was achieved with picnic ta-

bles (Fig. 42). This area has been very popular with the students taking 

examinations during examination time.

2. The notice boards were part of the student council conditions, where 

three areas of the school were designated as student and community 

notice areas and nothing else. The main notice board is lockable for 

important issues.

3. Four oak trees were planted near the picnic tables as a mark of a new 

beginning for the school (Fig. 43). The health and environment aspects 

involve the reduction of carbon dioxide emissions and the creation of 

an ecosystem that can support 200 species (biodiversity).

4. The creation of a social international calendar broadened our general 

attitudes and enabled us to continue with the collaboration after the 

Conference in Budapest.

5. The school is an integral part of any community, and the image the 

school portrays to the community is vital. One aspect of Mulroy’s built 

environment is a large display stand at the school’s entrance. It was 

decided to adorn this stand with two large (2.5 m by 3.3 m) murals. The 

theme would be the Young Minds title along with the flags of the eight 

countries and a map of Europe with the countries highlighted. This 

has generated a positive community spirit, for which the students of 

Mulroy feel responsible.

6. We visited Portlean National School, a Green-School. This school of-

ten sends its students to Mulroy College to continue their education. 

Indeed, one of the students involved in starting the Green-Schools ini-

tiative in Portlean was the same student who manufactured the picnic 

seats and laid the concrete. This 

idea has renewed our intentions 

to pursue the Green Flag (Fig. 44) 

for our own school.

Fig. 42. Picnic tables create a positive atmosphere

Fig. 43. Oak trees planted

Fig. 44. A Green Flag in front of a 

Green-School
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7. We visited ENFO, the information centre of the Department of the 

Environment and Local Government, in Suffolk Street, Dublin on our 

way to the airport on Monday, 21 June. We collected relevant informa-

tion for the Conference and our projects next year.

8. The structures for a student council have been initiated, but this may 

have to wait. Lists of contacts have been gathered and this is ongoing.

9. I will include the following three actions together as they all involved 

interviews. This action has occurred in all participating countries. The 

interviews involved a local politician, an environmental health officer 

and a local recycling officer. We feel all interviews give our school in-

sight into the way forward in health and environment. We feel we will 

have students who now know how our local and national government 

operates. These students can now enable change to be brought about 

along with all the other stakeholders.

10. The entire Young Minds project is based on every school’s technol-

ogy status. Our school is a well-equipped modern school, but we still 

encountered some problems with Internet access. The actions of our 

partners in the North Western Health Board along with the actions of 

the students in embracing the new technology they provided were at 

the heart of the success of this virtual collaboration. The use of the 

digital camera, the scanner, the printers, the different types of com-

puters, the data projector and all other devices was a vital learning 

experience for all Young Minders. It will bring a wealth of information 

technology skill into our school.

11. The final action is the use of our local mass media by the Young 

Minders. The highlight of this was a detailed interview on a local radio 

station, Highland Radio. We hope to renew the mass-media coverage 

of this project and reinforce the school’s position in the field of envi-

ronment and health.

Sustainable change after Young Minds
These actions have undoubtedly revitalized Mulroy College and its com-

munity by creating a vibrant healthy environment and creating vital links 

within our community. We have also set in place a number of structures 

we intend to use to create a local environmental action plan that can be 

used as a template for other schools and organizations. Examples of such 

structures include the following.

1. A school-based recycling facility is to be established whereby students 

and teachers along with a private recycling company and the local 

Integrated Resource Development (IRD) office in Milford will endeavour 

to gather and package as many aluminium cans as possible for trans-

port to a recycling area. We hope to raise funds via this venture. This 

national incentive is being organized by Repak, the National Recycling 

Company in Ireland.

2. We are currently seeking a Green Flag as recognition of being a Green-

School from a nongovernmental organization, An Taisce (the National 

Trust of Ireland). This flag will recognize the ongoing projects in our 

school to improve the environment in a sustainable fashion.

3. We hope that the creation of a student council will reinforce the work 

being done by teachers and management. The students introduced the 

concept to the student body in Mulroy College in 2003/2004, and we 

hope this will further develop into an effective and purposeful force.

4. We hope to improve on our own environmental and health strategies 

using the increased number of contacts we gathered at the Budapest 

Conference.

Students’ comments
Students were interviewed about the project after the Conference in 

Budapest and were all very positive about the process and the various 

outcomes, which the following quotations help to illustrate.

✔ I’ve never used the Internet in such an organized way.

✔ What a difference something like this can make to our school.

✔ It’s great to get out of class and be praised for it.

✔ Does it really involve so much effort to order picnic tables?

✔ What’s everyone panicking about? (said regularly by Barry Green, a core ac-

tivity coordinator)
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Concluding remarks
The Young Minds project started off as many projects do. An idea to im-

prove your school and to travel abroad and demonstrate the talent in your 

school must be grasped. Nevertheless, the project became a huge part of 

our school, and our school, our region and our country met the challenge. 

We hope to consolidate the project in the future.

Teachers’ reflections and 
recommendations – potential,  
barriers and challenges

This section builds primarily on the evaluation workshop held at the 

Conference in Budapest. All the teachers from the participating schools 

participated. The workshop, which was managed by two members of 

the coordinating team, was organized as a semistructured focus-group 

discussion that lasted two hours. The issues discussed at the workshop 

addressed both the practical aspects of the process (the preparation 

phase, the planning meeting in Copenhagen on 14 February 2004 and 

the role of the coordinating team) as well as conceptual aspects or the 

main features of the educational approach (the IVAC approach; partici-

pation and action orientation, international collaboration and the use of 

information and communication technology). This section summarizes 

the discussion around these overall themes, and a few quotations from 

the participants are added to illustrate and document the various opin-

ions and attitudes. Finally, the main conclusions and recommendations 

for each theme are summarized. All participating teachers revised and 

approved the section as a whole, including the discussion and conclu-

sions.

The educational approach (the IVAC approach)
An important part of the Young Minds educational approach is the IVAC 

approach. This approach implies that each group should go though a 

number of phases when working with environmental or health problems. 

Teachers and the students should together choose and investigate a prob-

lem. In addition to investigating the problem, they should also develop 

their visions for the future and finally try to take action to initiate changes 

and get closer to their visions. The main question at the workshop was 

whether the IVAC approach was useful.
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The IVAC approach – and its basic educational values – was new to 

most of the teachers, and they all agreed that the approach had been very 

demanding – especially because limited time was available for the proc-

esses at the schools (March to June). However, the teachers found the ap-

proach valuable as it stimulated a fruitful learning process among stu-

dents. The approach was experienced as a good way of managing student 

participation and action.

✔ IVAC is really something we can use, and the students like it. Especially the 

vision inspired the students to really work on it, and it meant something that 

there was a structure for the work. (Czech Republic)

✔ The IVAC approach works for my students. They did the posters for the 

Conference and the IVAC approach on their own. It supports the whole idea of 

the youngsters thinking by themselves. (Ireland)

✔ The way we investigate is similar. I never explain the IVAC; they just took it as 

a process like the time goes. Until this week, where we talked about the IVAC 

directly. We call it something else. (England)

✔ Students must be aware of the process. In our school we normally have a full 

week where students do their own problem-based projects, and they use more 

or less the same methods there as well. (Denmark)

✔ Students are normally just used to taking notes, but this IVAC is something 

new, and for those who participated is was really good. Even though they were 

tired in the end, I think they enjoyed it. (Slovenia)

✔ I presented the IVAC for a health forum, and they liked the approach, and this 

method can be used ever and ever; I think this is very useful for a student 

council also. There is only one way for change, and that is to get the politicians 

to agree. IVAC is a good way to learn to focus like recycling. And it will secure 

that everything is being done. (Ireland)

 

The issue of social inclusion and exclusion and the inclusiveness of the 

approach in this regard were also raised. Is the IVAC approach more suit-

able for students that are more confident (the “good” students)? Teachers 

agreed that the IVAC approach works better for some students. However, 

they also suggested that “vulnerable” or even marginalized students could 

benefit from this way of working if they receive adequate support from 

their teacher.

In one of the countries, some students used the approach as a way of 

solving their own personal problems, which was a valuable spin-off from the 

project. In another case the school project team presented and disseminated 

the IVAC approach to health promotion professionals working in the region.

It was also discussed what happens when students take action and 

then meet barriers – does this lead to a drop in their action competence 

and commitment? For example, during the action phase, students in some 

countries were let down by politicians who did not want to set aside time 

to meet and discuss with them. The teachers emphasized that, despite the 

barriers and obstacles, the learning experience gained in the action-taking 

part of the IVAC approach was valuable. Even if students were not taken 

seriously by the local politicians they approached, it created stimulating 

situations where they together with their teacher discussed various forms 

of democracy, different traditions of public participation and the various 

ways young people were viewed in society. Thus, as the quotations below 

illustrate, facing, overcoming and discussing barriers create fruitful learn-

ing situations in which fundamental issues such as democracy and soci-

ety’s views on children can be raised and dealt with in the classroom.

✔ A case where the young people were let down by a politician created a situ-

ation where the teacher and the students talked more about politics, young 

people and the environment then ever before. (England)

✔ You must try to act according to politicians even if you don’t think you will get 

a positive response – it is an important lesson to learn for students. (Spain)

 

Finally, it was emphasized that the project as a whole and the IVAC ap-

proach were carried out in very different ways in the countries involved. In 

some countries, the project could not be integrated into the regular school 

lessons. In other countries, the philosophy behind the approach was al-

ready integrated into the national curriculum and the project was easily 

integrated in the regular schoolwork. The teachers who were not able (for 

various reasons) to integrate the project into the existing school timeta-

ble experienced that the project was extraordinarily demanding. The fol-
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lowing quotations reflect the different conditions and opportunities the 

teachers faced.

✔ I feel a project like this can be facilitated to fit into a school timetable in a more 

efficient manner. The amount of time that was spent outside of school by stu-

dents and teachers was very demanding. (Ireland)

✔ For me it is big work to do. In my school I feel alone. We have to use the normal 

lessons to do the work. I think also it would be good if it were a longer period. 

At least start before Christmas. (Spain)

✔ I also think the students can start the network earlier, and also make them 

responsible. They made the phone call to the Mayor and they were responsible 

for that process from the start. This was done within their school time, because 

we feel that it is a part of their education. (Denmark)

✔ We did most of the work after school time for practical reasons: no one else will 

take my normal lessons, and it was easier to get students, too, than doing the 

Young Minds in school time. (Finland)

✔ I was supported by my school headmaster and had a two hours a week les-

son donation for the project, and if I needed to, I could change lessons. It is 

very important and I think it is necessary for working on a project like this. 

(Slovenia)

✔ The school supported me, and that is very important; otherwise it would be 

stressful. (Czech Republic).

 

As these quotations illustrate, support from the school management is 

crucial. It is also clear that integrating the project into the regular teaching 

provides extra resources for the project.

In conclusion, participants emphasized that the project should be 

open for diverse ways of working in diverse educational and cultural con-

texts. The main challenge is to develop an overall project framework that 

enables the IVAC approach to be implemented under these different con-

ditions.

 

Conclusions in relation to the IVAC approach

• It is important to have a common educational approach – otherwise 

cross-cultural collaboration is impossible.

• The IVAC approach is a good way of structuring student participa-

tion.

• The IVAC approach is successful in emphasizing action.

• The action perspective must be kept as an integrated part of the project 

and not only considered an end-product, as many actions require a fol-

low-up phase.

• Confronting barriers should not be avoided, as it may be transformed 

into valuable learning situations.

• The Young Minds educational approach takes time, and a full school 

year is suggested as a suitable time frame.

• Students might use the IVAC approach as a general problem-solving 

strategy (transferability).

• The Young Minds approach should be open for different school condi-

tions and educational traditions. The project should ideally be carried 

out as an integrated part of the school curriculum, but a combination of 

lessons and after-school activities should be recommended as a realistic 

work form.

International collaboration
The fundamental idea in the project is that students should collaborate 

across countries. This collaboration took various forms: some asked stu-

dents in other countries to collect data for a shared survey, and others 

asked students from other countries to react to a common theme or a 

common suggestion. Much energy was put into facilitating the interna-

tional dialogue and collaboration. Consequently, it was important to dis-

cuss what the international dimension brought into the project.

Although the idea of international collaboration and communication 

caused considerable frustration and problems among the teachers, as 

many of them spent most of their energy on the school-based project, they 

all emphasized the importance of the international dimension.

✔ The students really learn from each other in this project: when they, for exam-

ple, saw the problems in Hungary or Denmark, they were surprised, and said 

– is that really true? (England)
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The teachers gave several reasons for this.

• The international collaboration increased the commitment among 

students because they felt they were involved in an important and 

exciting project. In other words, it increased the status of the project 

from the perspective of the students.

• The international collaboration improved the students’ English skills. 

This benefit, which was emphasized by teachers outside England, was 

also a strong motivation for students’ parents to acknowledge the time 

students spent in the project.

• The international collaboration allowed for involving the global di-

mension in the work with environmental and health issues which, ac-

cording to the teachers, is an invaluable aspect of teaching.

 

Conclusions related to international collaboration

• International collaboration increases the commitment among stu-

dents and teachers.

• International collaboration encourages students to view their environ-

mental and health problems and conditions in a broader perspective.

• The international collaboration improves students’ English skills.

The information and communication technology platform 
(http://www.young-minds.net)
“The web site is essential to the whole process.” This quotation very much 

covers the general attitude among the participating teachers. The basic 

idea behind the web site is to provide an interactive and dynamic plat-

form supporting student participation, cross-cultural collaboration and 

instant publication of their findings and creations relating to the project 

themes. In previous phases of Young Minds, a moderator (technician or 

teacher) edited (and published) web pages that were ready for publication. 

In this phase, the idea has been that the students themselves should take 

responsibility and play a substantial role in the web-publishing process. 

Thus, students had direct access to the web administration.

The system is based on a content management system called SmartSite 

Publisher, in which the system designers have decided on many of the 

layout aspects so that the users (students and teachers) can focus on the 

content rather than on the layout. The system, however, still offers sub-

stantial freedom to skilled users to manage many of the various layout 

aspects of web design. The system has been undergoing error corrections, 

adjustments and minor changes during the whole process. This process 

was strongly guided by the feedback from the participating students and 

teachers.

The web site has five main menu points: introduction, content, partici-

pants, discussions and highlights. Each of these is subdivided. The general 

idea of the web site is to include (a) content sections, where students’ 

findings, reflections and project products were published; (b) discussion 

sections, with several discussion rooms organized by the topics for dis-

cussion; and (c) Conference highlights, where the students’ action at the 

Conference in Budapest was documented by a daily update of the web 

site (for detailed overview, visit http://www.young-minds.net). An online 

course in how to use some of the more vital facilities in the Young Minds 

system has been created as a central part of the web site. Additionally, 

all the participating teachers were introduced (hands on) to the system’s 

functions during the planning meeting in Copenhagen, before the project 

started.

Five of the eight teachers were interviewed about the function of the 

system during the Conference days in Budapest to gather information 

about user-friendliness. Very detailed and valuable information about 

each aspect of the system was obtained during these interviews, which 

will be used for the further development of the platform. For the purpose 

of this publication, however, we only summarize comments with more 

general relevance.

• The web site is essential to the whole process.

• A test period should be planned as a part of the project so that stu-

dents and teachers can test the web system and have a chance to influ-

ence its design and functions.

• The discussion forum and the communication between students were 

crucial for developing ideas and concepts related to the overall project 

themes.
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• A more general web layout for forums is preferable.

• Many of the problems encountered were caused by lack of teachers’ 

technical knowledge and lack of school-based technical support: this 

needs to be addressed in planning future projects.

• The day-to-day feedback and support for the teachers was invaluable 

in using the web platform.

• Special time in the project should be devoted to introducing students 

to the web system.

• Structures should be created within the project’s framework so that 

students responsible for web publishing could be in direct contact with 

the project support team for information and communication technol-

ogy.

• The Young Minds web system is user-friendly and the online course is 

an excellent tool: however, sufficient time should be provided within 

the framework of the project for the teachers as well as students to 

become familiar with the system.

The planning phase, including the planning meeting  
in Copenhagen
One of the expensive aspects (in terms of time and money) of the project 

is the planning meeting, where all the (adult) participants gathered for a 

two-day workshop before beginning the school-based project work. The 

question was raised whether the project could operate without such a 

meeting.

During the discussion, all participants strongly emphasized that the 

meeting, which was held in Copenhagen (14 February 2004) at the very be-

ginning of the project, was crucial in developing a shared understanding 

of the project, its goal and its educational approach.

✔ We have to have the Copenhagen meeting. (Ireland)

 

The project involves so many new challenges – such as working with a 

participatory and action-oriented approach, collaborating with students 

and teachers from other countries and using information and commu-

nication technology; it was crucial to share, compare and discuss these 

challenges, which were new to many of the participating teachers, with 

colleagues and partners in the project, in order to build ownership and 

clarify one’s ideas related to the approach:

✔ The meeting in Copenhagen gave us very good pictures of where we stood. 

(England)

 

In addition, the meeting provided an opportunity for the participants to 

discuss and select choose the overall project themes and to agree on a 

joint time plan for the project leading up to the Conference in Budapest.

Even though the information and communication technology dimen-

sion is an important factor in the project, the teachers emphasized that 

the human factor should not be neglected.

✔ The Copenhagen meeting was a vital step in the project and the project stand-

ard could only increase with this meeting. I feel that the project was a suc-

cess and that the learning outcomes for me as a teacher were huge, but the 

Copenhagen meeting introduced a human factor to a virtual situation. The 

virtual dimension was new to me, and hence the need for the old-fashioned 

way of learning. (Ireland)

 

In relation to this, all the teachers emphasized that it is crucial for the vir-

tual communication and collaboration to have a face behind the name.

✔ Even if we have the e-mail, it is not enough. (Czech Republic)

 

Further, all participants supported the idea that students should also have 

opportunities to get to know each other at the beginning of the project. All 

agreed that students – as well as teachers – are very eager to learn and to 

know each other.

✔ The students need to meet in the same way. We have to help the students to be 

more together, I think, and to get to know each other. (Denmark)

 

A face-to-face meeting with students at the beginning of the project is not 

realistic, but the information and communication technology platform 

needs to take these points into account, as does the time schedule of the 

project.
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One of the schools that was not represented at the planning meeting 

for several reasons experienced severe problems at the beginning of the 

project. Because they were not present at the planning meeting, they felt 

lost in the first phase of the process, although they got considerable writ-

ten materials and support. The school could finally begin with the “real 

work” on the project when a member of the coordinating team visited the 

school to discuss the project, the educational approach, the information 

and communication technology and other aspects with the participating 

teachers. The teacher emphasized that this visit contributed to raising the 

commitment among teachers, the school management and among stu-

dents.

Most participating teachers seemed to have problems in motivating 

their colleagues from the school and getting support for the project from 

the school community. It was therefore suggested that, in future projects, 

a person from the coordinating team should visit each school. This would 

contribute to raising the ownership and interest among all local stake-

holders.

✔ I think it would be a good idea if someone from the coordinating team visits 

the classes and talks to the students about the project in the beginning of the 

project. (Denmark)

 

Despite the letter outlining the terms of participation sent to all the schools 

at the beginning of the project through the coordinators of national net-

works of health-promoting schools, several teachers were surprised about 

the scope of work required later in the process. They therefore recom-

mended more clear descriptions of the project and the expected workload 

before they sign up as participants.

✔ It is necessary to know in advance how much time you need for this kind of 

project. When I realized that, at the workshop in Copenhagen, it was too late 

to say no. (Spain)

 

It was also clear that some teachers did not receive adequate resources 

and time to carry out the project.

✔ For us there was no budget for the work in Young Minds. So we used our gen-

erosity for each other. It is important that the establishment ‘higher’ up than 

the teachers feel a little bit more ownership. (England)

 

This indicates that the coordinating team has to ensure that the condi-

tions for participation are understood and taken seriously at the national 

level (national networks of health-promoting schools) as well as at the 

school level.

Conclusions in relation to the planning phase

• A face-to-face planning meeting is crucial to get a shared understand-

ing and to develop one common project instead of several independ-

ent, isolated projects. It should last at least two days.

• The coordinating team has to specify the commitment and adequate 

resources that the school has to set aside in terms of the number of 

hours for teachers, the information and communication technology 

equipment and other tasks, such as a letter of agreement that the 

school principal and the coordinator of the national network of health-

promoting schools have to sign.

• Students should have the possibility to get to know each other person-

ally as a prerequisite for their collaboration. The information and com-

munication technology platform has to provide opportunities for this.

• The coordinating team should visit schools with specific needs or chal-

lenges.

The role of the coordinating team
The establishment of a coordinating team represents an investment in 

time and money. The role of the team was to develop and communicate 

the educational approach, to develop the information and communica-

tion technology platform, to support teachers during the process, to carry 

out the planning meeting and to facilitate the process at the Conference 

in Budapest. The teachers were asked whether the project could operate 

without facilitation and a coordinating team and – if not – how the coordi-

nating team could improve its role and contribution.
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The issues described in the previous section were echoed here. All par-

ticipating teachers agreed that the coordinating team was crucial to keep 

the project together and to support and facilitate the process. The follow-

ing more specific comments were made, and all participants agreed to 

them.

The continuous and almost daily feedback and communication from 

the coordinating team was highly appreciated. As the time for realizing the 

project was very short, people had to be contacted and stimulated to fol-

low the agreed timeline. It was also important to encourage teachers (and 

their students) to go through the stages involved in the IVAC approach and 

to reach the action stage with their students. Further, the coordinating 

team had a central role in stimulating the international collaboration. The 

coordination was mainly carried out via e-mail and the project’s web site. 

When needed, more direct communication was initiated, such as phone 

calls. The teachers underlined that this direct form of contact is impor-

tant, especially in sensitive moments in the development of the project, 

when they were overloaded with electronic information.

In addition, the technical support related to the information and com-

munication technology platform was emphasized as being invaluable. 

The online manual created for this purpose was helpful but not sufficient. 

Again, direct communication and daily information and communication 

technology support, combined with visits to the schools, were suggested 

for future projects.

Conclusions in relation to the role of the coordinating team

• A facilitating and coordinating body is crucial for technical as well as 

educational aspects, as it helps to develop common approach and the 

project’s spirit.

• The coordinating team must be functioning continuously and be pre-

pared to react on a day-to-day basis to ensure the continuity of the 

project.

• The participating teachers should know precisely whom to approach 

for specific problems and support.

• Visits and phone calls can make a difference at the right time.

Students about Young Minds

Students who participated in the Budapest Conference were asked to eval-

uate and comment on the Young Minds project. They received a question-

naire covering the following issues:

• the three most important things you have learned in Young Minds;

• the best and the most difficult things in Young Minds; and

• your advice for similar future projects.

 

This section briefly presents the answers from students.

Students’ opinions about their own learning
The answers in this subsection are mainly drawn from the question on the 

three most important things they have learned. This is therefore not an 

exhaustive list of competencies (skills, knowledge and attitudes) learned 

but instead represents the students’ top priorities. Their answers revealed 

several different categories of competencies.

Personal, social and cultural understanding and learning

Students mentioned personal as well as social aspects. The personal out-

comes were dealing with the issue of getting more confidence and experi-

ence (“gaining more confidence”, “youngsters are our future”, “we must 

participate” and “gaining more experience”). The social and cultural as-

pects dealt with collaboration in an intercultural environment (“learned to 

work together”, “how to mix better”, “to work more as a team”, “I learned 

to work with people from other countries and speak to them” and “re-

specting other peoples culture/lives” ).

The students say that they increased their self-esteem and that they 

strongly believe that young people have to be involved in solving the envi-

ronmental problems of the future.
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Learning about the environment

Students also stated that they have gained deeper insight into the envi-

ronmental problems and issues. Several of the students mentioned the 

specific issues on which they focused (“I got much information about re-

cycling”, “about noise pollution”, “smoking is unhealthy” and “effects of 

air pollution”). Some students addressed more general aspects (“more in-

formation about environment”), whereas many of the students empha-

sized the global intercultural perspectives (“there is a lot of pollution in 

the world”, “I have learned really much about the environment and how it 

is in other countries”, “more information about other countries’ customs” 

and “a lot of things about the other countries”). It is striking to learn that 

students validate the intercultural aspect of the project as an important 

dimension of their learning.

Finally, several students especially mentioned the action part of en-

vironmental knowledge (“how to reduce pollution” and “I think I have 

learned to explain better a lot of new environment things I didn’t know 

before”).

Evidently, according to the students’ views, the participatory approach 

in education is not in contradiction to learning and acquiring knowledge 

about environmental issues – rather the opposite is true.

 

Problem-solving skills

Many students mention the skills they have been using during the proc-

esses of analysing and exploring environmental problems. Interviewing 

key stakeholders has been a valuable learning experience (“making inter-

views”, “how to interview people”, “I have learned how to go up to people 

and approach them and have a nice conversation” and “how to interview 

delegates better”).

Problem-solving skills were among the issues students mentioned 

(“how to reach a result” and “different opinions and suggestions for our 

problems”). I relation to this, they also consider the Internet and how 

to use it properly as useful learning experiences (“use the homepage of 

young-minds.net”, “work with computers and use the Internet” and “I 

learned to work on the Internet”).

Improving language skills

Finally, all the students outside the English-speaking countries include 

“language learning” as one of their top three learning outcomes:

✔ Improving my English.

✔ I learned to talk to other people in English.

✔ I speak English better now.

✔ I have learned a lot of new English words like pollution and I now know a lot 

about diesel cars.

✔ I learned a lot of English here because you have to talk it all the time.

✔ More English words and pronunciations.

✔ My English is a little bit better.

✔ A lot of English.

✔ English practice.

✔ English language – I learned a lot of things, new English words.

 

In conclusion, students view their own learning outcomes as multidimen-

sional, including knowledge about environmental issues as well as more 

process-oriented skills. In addition to this, they are all very well aware of 

the spin-off in improving their English skills.

Advice for future projects
General advice

Students were asked to give advice for similar projects in the future. On a 

general level their advice confirm the teachers’ opinions from the evalua-

tion workshop. Among other issues students recommend:

• more time (“take more time for doing this project, not only five 

months”);

• more countries (“take the project to more countries of Europe and the 

world”); and

• more variation (“find different and interesting ways of presenting our 

projects, something that will catch visitor’s eyes and attention like art, 

music, videos?”).
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In addition to giving advice on improving the project, the general feedback 

illustrated satisfaction with the project as it was (“work just like now”, 

“you did a perfect job” and “keep up that good work”).

Advice to teachers

The students were specifically asked to give ideas for teachers and their 

roles in similar projects. The students’ vision about the ideal teacher is 

that she or he gives responsibility to and involves all the students and that 

she or he is also aware of the specific support different students need to 

live up to these responsibilities.

✔ Consult the students more.

✔ Always listen to their students and give them a chance.

✔ Prepare the students very well because it’s not so funny when you feel that you 

don’t know anything.

✔ Let the students do more of the work with the posters; the students should tell 

about the project and what they have worked with, NOT the teachers.

✔ Be active.

 

Nevertheless, at a general level the students were very happy with their 

teachers and how they approached the project (“nothing – very good”, “not 

really – they are fine!”, “you are and you were very nice. Go on!” and “I can’t 

think of any advice; they were all brilliant”).

Finally, students were asked about their overall opinion about the 

project and their participation at the Budapest Conference.

✔ The change for a lifetime and I had the best time in my life. Thanks a million.

✔ It’s really funny. I don’t feel like I have to teach the ministers and the other 

people about the environment because most of them already know about it. It 

is more about letting them know that young people also have to learn about 

the environment.

✔ Very, very, very exciting. I’m very lucky that I have tried this. It’s also a big 

chance to talk with important people and show my opinion.

✔ Very interesting and exciting.

✔ Very nice opportunity to travel, meet people, learn English, do investigations of 

my topic mental well-being and interviewing ministers.

✔ A fantastic experience. I know now at least, we have made a bit of a difference. 

Thank you for organizing an event like this. I enjoyed it so much!

✔ The most important thing in my life!

 

In total, students’ comments strongly indicate that they developed strong 

ownership of the project and that they felt they were genuinely involved 

and taken seriously by the Conference delegates they approached.
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Recommendations and tips for 
teachers

The following points represent a combination of conclusions, recommen-

dations and lessons learned from the Young Minds project. We hope that 

these could inspire other teachers and schools to think of various ways of 

involving students meaningfully in learning about health and the environ-

ment.

Moreover, the Young Minds educational approach, involving genuine 

student participation, an action orientation, cross-cultural collaboration 

and use of information and communication technology, could be an effec-

tive strategy to involve schools and students in actualizing national envi-

ronment and health action plans.

The recommendations outlined below are therefore related to the 

main principles of the project, which are crucial in involving students and 

schools as active agents of positive and sustainable environmental and 

health change.

Student participation
Student participation is one of the crucial constituents of the Young Minds 

educational approach. Student participation means the genuine involve-

ment of students in processes relating to the content and processes of 

learning about health and the environment. Genuine involvement implies 

that students have real (as opposed to token) influence over these proc-

esses, despite the limitations arising from the nature of the school as an 

institution as well as the complexity of school teaching and learning proc-

esses.

Genuine student participation does not mean reducing the responsi-

bilities of the teachers; they may even increase. The teacher should be 

both in a position to fulfil the consultant role and, based on her or his 
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own experience and talent, be able to perceive today’s environmental and 

health issues from an interdisciplinary and action-oriented viewpoint. 

Teachers have the main responsibility for facilitating and supporting the 

dialogue with their students – and also to feed adequate knowledge about 

environmental and health issues into these processes.

Genuine student participation should be the main principle for involv-

ing schools and students in realizing national environment and health 

action plans for several reasons: (a) it is in accordance with the United 

Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child; (b) it is in accordance with 

the main principles of the European Network of Health Promoting Schools; 

(c) it is conducive to the empowerment of and development of action com-

petence among children and young people; (d) it is conducive to effective 

learning; and (e) it contributes to developing people’s identities of citizens 

rather than passive consumers of various services, which contributes to 

the development of democracy and social justice. Some of the general 

conclusions regarding student participation from Young Minds include 

the following.

• Students should participate in meaningful and substantial ways in de-

cisions regarding themes and issues related to the national environ-

ment and health action plans with which they would like to work as 

part of school learning. The issues should be of relevance to students’ 

lives and experience.

• The capacity and motivation of students to participate effectively is 

strongly related to efforts invested in strengthening their ownership 

related to the content, planning process, actions, suggestions for 

change and evaluation of the process.

• The power relations of the project’s organizational structure should be 

transparent and clear to the students and the areas of their potential 

influence discussed.

• There should be a wide range of participation opportunities for students 

with different interests, experience and capacity. Special attention 

should be paid to students who are less confident, marginalized or vul-

nerable (for any reason). Inclusive strategies should be used to encour-

age their participation and ensure mutual support among students.

• The IVAC educational approach is a valuable way of structuring and 

facilitating student participation in meaningful ways. It should be seen 

as a flexible structure that could be adapted to the local needs, priori-

ties and conditions. Moreover, it should be viewed as a reiterative proc-

ess and moving across all the phases and groups of questions rather 

than a set of steps to be taken in a certain order.

• Developing participatory and action-oriented teaching takes time. 

Appropriate conditions and resources should therefore be provided 

in schools and support for the teachers ensured. Participatory action 

projects involving partnerships between schools, universities and non-

governmental organizations are invaluable in this regard.

Tips for teachers working with participatory strategies
• Start with brainstorming about issues, topics and themes related to 

the national environment and health action plans, to map out stu-

dents’ interests, concerns, ideas and opinions.

• Involve students in deciding about priorities and issues to be explored 

in more detail.

• Participate actively in the dialogue and negotiation with students: be 

authentic. If there are external or strategic reasons to choose a certain 

issue over another, explain and discuss the reasons with the students.

• Discuss with students what other factors, besides their interests and 

priorities, are involved in the decision-making. Clearly map the areas 

of influence, delineate the area where the students are influential and 

discuss why. If you are participating in a cross-cultural project, make 

sure the structure of the project management is discussed with stu-

dents.

• Use a variety of participatory teaching strategies and modes of working, 

such as working in small groups, working in pairs, discussion groups, 

drawing, modelling, writing, photographing and mapping. Different 

students have different learning styles and different competencies: 

use them effectively.

• Organize the tasks so that students can mutually support one another. 

Pay special attention to less confident, marginalized and vulnerable 
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students. Make sure they have a role to play in the peer group and that 

they get adequate support and encouragement to influence the agenda 

and build up their ownership.

• Make sure you have the support from the school management and 

your colleagues for the work you are doing. Present the project to the 

whole school and local community. Involve colleagues to be your criti-

cal friends.

Action and change
Children and young people often feel overwhelmed and powerless in 

relation to health and environmental problems. Taking action as part of 

learning about health and the environment is therefore a vital element if 

students are to be empowered rather than disempowered. Action-oriented 

teaching and learning contributes to student’s ownership and the devel-

opment of their action competence: the ability to initiate and bring about 

positive change in health and environmental problems.

Action differs from activity and from habits or routine behaviour. To be 

characterized as action, an activity should be intentional, decided upon 

by the participants and address the root causes of the problem in ques-

tion. Action-focused teaching therefore emphasizes the importance of 

close collaboration between the school and the local community as well 

as real-life action as part of the teaching and learning processes. Thus, the 

action component is essential if schools and students are to contribute to 

the national environment and health action plans. The lessons learned in 

the Young Minds project relating to taking action as part of learning about 

health and the environment include the following.

• School projects dealing with environmental and health issues should 

be focused on taking real actions and bringing about positive and sus-

tainable changes in these domains – in school, the local community or 

in the broader society.

• The main purpose of taking action as a part of school teaching, includ-

ing participating in the national environment and health action plans, 

is not to solve the problems of the society but to provide meaningful 

learning experience for students.

• Students’ ideas and visions about possible alternatives and solutions 

to the problems should have crucial roles in deciding which types of 

action to take.

• Action should be planned and carried out in close collaboration be-

tween the school and the local community, with students being ac-

tively engaged throughout the planning process.

• Action should be planned realistically, and adequate support should 

be provided so that students can experience success: however, the role 

of the barriers should not be underestimated – barriers should be used 

as challenges and transformed into stimulating learning experience 

about democracy, conflicts of interest in relation to health and envi-

ronmental problems etc.

• All kinds of real-life actions, such as participating at conferences or-

ganized for adults, should be prepared very well. Students should cre-

ate their own agenda, have a clear goal and get adequate support from 

the adults, in order to avoid tokenism.

Tips for teachers working with action-focused strategies
• Start with students’ investigation findings and their visions when dis-

cussing the action to be taken. The action should create a bridge be-

tween the reality and the ideal in relation to the health or environmen-

tal problem at hand.

• Help students make detailed action plans, defining roles and respon-

sibilities, objectives, timeline etc. Support them in developing specific 

skills needed for taking action.

• Discuss the possible barriers with students and various ways to over-

come them prior to taking action. Support students in creating realistic 

expectations and flexible problem-solving strategies.

• Reflect, together with students, on barriers and obstacles after the ac-

tion taking and discuss what could be learned from them. Failure (as 

well as success) is a valuable learning experience.

• Involve members of the local community in planning action together 

with students. Help students to understand how to develop collabora-

tive action strategies.
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• Reflect on the IVAC approach and adapt it to your needs. Perhaps it 

is a good idea to start with students’ visions, and then make inves-

tigations or take action? Or to start with action first and reflect back 

on what needs to be investigated? Discuss with students the phase of 

their work at a certain moment and why it is in this phase.

• Children’s and young people’s health and environmental action of-

ten attracts substantial mass-media attention. Discuss with students 

about this and prepare students for the mass media, with a view to 

avoiding decorative or manipulative coverage of their action and sup-

porting them in articulating their own message.

International collaboration
Health and environmental problems are both local and global, as the world 

is becoming increasingly interconnected. Integrating the international di-

mension in the schoolwork with health and the environment is therefore 

very important. Cross-cultural collaboration is conducive to students’ mo-

tivation and commitment. Further, it contributes to developing the sense 

of the “other”: a sense for cultural, sociohistorical, political, geographical 

differences and similarities regarding health and environmental issues 

and the ways to deal with them.

In cross-cultural collaboration, students are encouraged to think both 

globally and locally: the mutual feedback and reactions they receive from 

cross-cultural collaboration brings in new perspectives in students’ think-

ing and reflection about their own culture and the values, attitudes and 

practices they take for granted in their own settings, which is additionally 

inspiring for getting new (local) action ideas and suggestions.

The national environment and health action plans are part of more glo-

bal principles and policies related to sustainable development and health 

promotion or to a better future for our children. The international collabora-

tion should therefore be an integral part of the strategies to involve young 

people and schools in actualizing these plans. The Young Minds experience 

relating to the cross-cultural collaboration includes the following.

• Cross-cultural networks of schools and classrooms should be creat-

ed based on a common educational approach and shared health and 

environmental issues to deal with. These should be decided on and 

developed in dialogue between all involved schools and teachers and 

should be sensitive to different educational and cultural traditions.

• The collaboration and communication tasks for students should al-

low for complementarity and mutuality. Students should use one 

another to explore health and environmental problems in a broader 

perspective, should create joint visions about a better world in the 

future and should – if possible – take joint action to come closer to 

these visions.

• Projects involving international collaboration should provide suffi-

cient time and appropriate structures for the participating teachers 

and students to get to know one another, their contexts and cultures. 

Combining the use of technology and live meetings is optimal for this 

purpose.

• Joint planning of the school-based work as well as the collaboration 

aspects is preferable. Students should be actively involved in the plan-

ning. Preferably, cross-cultural student teams should be created to co-

ordinate the collaboration. There should be different teams for differ-

ent phases of the project and aspects of the project work.

Tips for teachers working with international collaboration
• Get to know more about the people with whom you are collaborating. 

Use e-mail and other information and communication technology op-

tions for introductions and getting to know one another.

• Learn some phrases in the languages of your partner schools and learn 

a little about the culture of your collaboration partners. Find out which 

religion(s) are prevailing in different countries in the project.

• Get to know a little about politics and current events in each other’s 

countries.

• Schedule the frequency of communication precisely; are you in the 

same time zone? When are your school holidays and your examina-

tion periods?

• Plan the type of communication software: take into consideration each 

other’s technical resources.
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• Consider establishing peer editing and feedback processes in the class-

room, for the students to reflect on the cross-cultural communication 

and be critical friends to one another.

• If you are working with the IVAC approach, agree on when you include 

the action part, the vision part and the other parts. Make sure to use 

each other’s ideas for whom to approach, questions to ask and other 

aspects.

• Consider establishing an international editorial board of students to 

jointly plan, edit and prepare contents to be published on the common 

web site.

• Celebrate the differences, similarities and interconnectedness between 

cultures.

Using information and communication technology
Information and communication technology is an inevitable element of 

participatory and cross-cultural schoolwork and of effective teaching and 

learning about health and environmental issues. It widens the possibili-

ties for student participation, as it offers more opportunities for differ-

ent learning styles and skills to be employed. The use of information and 

communication technology is motivating and engaging for students. It 

allows for fast and effective communication across geographical borders 

and helps in creating worldwide communities of learners. It could be used 

as a source of information, a communication platform, a medium for ar-

ticulating and sharing ideas with large audience and a medium for dis-

cussion and collaboration. The experience from Young Minds shows the 

following.

• Information and communication technology should be used to create 

effective collaborative learning environments rather than to be used 

simply as a tool for getting information.

• Creating a joint web site, administered by students, as part of the learn-

ing process is a powerful means of creating virtual learning environ-

ments.

• Online learning environments have the potential to challenge the tra-

ditional power relations in the classroom, as information and com-

munication technology provides structures that encourage students’ 

freedom to learn mutually and to create meaning in more democratic 

ways.

• The interplay between cross-cultural collaboration, taking action and 

participation in online learning environments contributes to students’ 

increased sense of self-determination and control over their activi-

ties.

• Various strategies should be developed to overcome the barriers of 

synchronous and asynchronous digital communication, such as: joint 

cross-cultural web-editorial student teams to administer the web site 

content; teams of students responsible for facilitating forum discus-

sion; and specific timetable and information about time differences, 

school schedules and holidays.

• Adequate coordination, facilitation and support should be provided to 

both students and teachers for the use of information and commu-

nication technology. School-based information and communication 

technology support is important as well as moderation of forums by 

the project coordinating team.

Tips for teachers working with the use of information and 
communication technology
• Make sure the school has appropriate equipment and technical sup-

port.

• Spend some time in planning different ways to use the information 

and communication technology and to critically examine the credibil-

ity and quality of information available on the web in relation to the 

project topics.

• Help students to improve their critical sense in relation to the informa-

tion available on the Internet. Identify and discuss different examples 

illustrating “poor” evidence and knowledge in relation to the topics in-

volved.

• Start by familiarizing students with the web platform to be used in 

their schoolwork; in some cases, a few students would be faster in 

mastering the platform, so let them teach you and help their peers.
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• Discuss the purpose of the common web platform with other classes, 

countries etc. with students; create teams of students responsible for 

following up on the web site content as it grows.

• Discuss Internet ethics with students and make sure they know the 

safety rules for using the Internet.

• Help students to present their ideas, visions, actions etc. on the web 

site in multiple ways: not only as text but also as drawings, photos, 

mind maps and videos.

• Discuss the communication rules and manners for using web-based 

forums. A wide range of web-based information could be used for 

this.

• Establish procedures and criteria for monitoring the content of the 

web site, including the discussion forum. If some of the content should 

be removed due to use of inappropriate language and messages (such 

as being racist, sexist or offensive to other people), discuss the reasons 

with students.

• Follow the school data-protection policy regarding publishing photos 

of students and other related issues.

• Discuss with students how to properly cite sources of information used 

for the web site content you plan to publish.

• Consider copyright issues with regard to using content (information, 

photographs and pictures) from other web sites. In most cases it is suf-

ficient to ask for permission.

Young Minds participants

Schools and teachers

Martina Dernovscek

E-mail: Martina.

Dernovscek@guest.arnes.si

School Centre Nova Gorica 

– Vocational and Technical 

Secondary School of Agriculture 

and Food Preparation

Sempeter pri Gorici

Slovenia

Dilly Taylor

E-mail: TAYLORDilly@aol.com

Nailsea School

Nailsea

Bristol

England

Pirjo Henttonen

E-mail: pirjo.henttonen@edu.

asikkala.fi

Vääksy Secondary School and 

Upper Comprehensive

Vääksy

Finland

Santiago Villora Moreno

E-mail: Santiago.Villora@uv.es

Instituto de Enseñanza Secundaria 

Tavernes Blanques

Tavernes Blanques, Valencia

Spain

Kamma Rasmussen

E-mail: kamma.

rasmussen@skolekom.dk

Katrinebjergskolen

Aarhus

Denmark

Marketa Uhlirova

E-mail: pavelka@hluchak.cz or 

uhlirovamarketa@seznam.cz

Základní School

Sumperk

Czech Republic
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Katalin Zalavári 

Kinga Tamás 

Tünde Pápa Gelencsérné

E-mail: mezoszel@axelero.hu

Mezoszel Primary School

Pécs

Hungary

Stephen Doherty

E-mail: sdmulroy@eircom.net or 

sdohertyt@eircom.net

Mulroy College

Milford, County Donegal

Ireland

Coordinating team
Research Programme for Health 

and Environmental Education

Danish University of Education

Copenhagen

Denmark

http://www.dpu.dk

Bjarne Bruun Jensen

Team leader

E-mail: bjbj@dpu.dk

Venka Simovska

Educational consultant

E-mail: vs@dpu.dk

Niels Larsen

Coordinator

E-mail: nila@dpu.dk

Leif Glud Holm

Information and communication 

technology consultant

E-mail: lgh@dpu.dk

Resource people
Käthe Bruun Jensen

Teacher consultant

University College of Copenhagen 

and Northern Sjælland

E-mail: Kathe.Bruun.

Jensen@skolekom.dk

Jeppe Bundsgaard

System manager

SmartSite Publisher 

(http://www.smartsitepublisher.dk)

E-mail: jeppe@bundsgaard.net
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