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the fact that a fundamental understanding was missing, despite the visible, tan-
gible nature of their learning experiences. He reflected: “So even the experience 
of picking up rubbish, classifying it in terms of colour...it wasn’t quite enough. 
No it wasn’t.” This inspired Jamie to show his students an image (see Figure 1):

I said, right, ok, I’ve got a couple pictures I can show you. And I showed them an 
image of a bird carcass. And inside the bird you could see...bottle top, bottle top, 
bottle top, cigarette lighter, bottle top, bottle top. And they went ‘ohhhh.’ They made 
that connection.

Figure 1. Dead Laysan Albatross. Midway Atoll.  
© Chris Jordan www.chrisjordan.com. Used with permission.

Jamie witnessed his students make the connection that was missing, a point 
of success for him. I asked Jamie, “In what ways do you perceive this single im-
age worked?” To answer he continued his story, describing how he narrated the 
likely story of the bird in the image to contextualize its meaning: 

Well it’s up to the viewer to interpret what they see. What I explained to them is that 
our coastal town is full of large marine sea birds like Albatross and Petrels. We are 
known for it. They have wing spans that are so huge, so that they can hover over the 
ocean to pick up stuff on the surface. And I said, the number one thing floating are 
these bottle tops you just collected…And all of a sudden they could envision the bigger 
picture and the future of what their actions will or could do, what they could cause. 

Jamie highlighted the impact of the image and its narrative. The image and 
his story facilitated awareness for students of the causal role of plastic litter. The 
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image and the story connected “the bigger picture,” “the future,” and “what ac-
tions cause” as missing pieces that were previously not seen or experienced by 
the students. The imaginative capacities of the image and story communicated 
in ways that expanded their ability to understand the bigger picture of litter and 
plastic waste, beyond the range of their own experiences. 

It is difficult to measure the extent of students’ emotional responses and the 
influence of their feelings on being able to “vision” and understand meaning. 
Jamie’s emotive reaction as he recounted the story to me showed his sense of 
when and how understanding happened. The imaginative media of story and 
imagery encouraged students to imagine and empathize with the bird’s life and 
death. These imaginative discourses formed connections between students’ ex-
periences, and the possible impacts on other beings, spaces, and times. Being 
able to imagine and empathize with another occurs as a powerful element of 
affective education in this learning story. 

Imagining the Other through Story

Narrative Form

Learning through story involves imagination. Australian environmental education 
researchers Amy Cutter-Mackenzie, Phillip Payne, and Alan Reid (2010) write that 
stories present other places, perspectives, and times to readers by narrating the 
experiences of others through imaginative constructions. Narrative forms like 
stories or images imaginatively enact understandings as readers empathize or 
vicariously become the other. Jamie’s account suggests that pedagogies involving 
story, including images, can be ways of understanding or empathizing with the 
other through imagination. As discussed in the theoretical framework, the ways 
in which knowledge is constructed and communicated can form a division or 
connection between self and other, or self and world. Stories seem to resist the 
objectification of nature through imaginative immersion, rather than objective 
learning “about it.” Many education for sustainability educators interviewed 
work in ways that allow for the construction of knowledge in narrative form.

‘It’ Narratives as Hidden Stories

All educators interviewed used online resources to help communicate sustain-
ability perspectives. Three of the seven educators used Annie Leonard’s (2007) 
online video, The Story of Stuff, in their classrooms. This resource re-examines 
the way consumables are disregarded. The narrator, Leonard, tells the hidden 
stories of objects as a way of re-educating how we have been taught to imagine 
them. While this method is creative and entertaining, the invitation to imag-
ine realities that cross distance and time invite and support imaginative ways 
of understanding the concealed, whole-story perspectives of sustainability. 
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Sustainability itself occurs as a dimension of every object, being, or matter that 
involves its whole life. Through telling the “stories of stuff,” the concealed narra-
tives of objects and matter become relevant and accessible as things with lives.

A tertiary educator, Olivia, described her use of an online animation to 
teach the perspectives of life-cycle analysis. She referred to an online text called 
Life Pscycle-ology: The Secret Life of a Mobile Phone (Acaroglu & Kaliincos, 2010), 
that tells story of a mobile phone named Eric. The storied discourse gives the 
phone agency to tell his story, and the object becomes a character with a life we 
can identify with. The story follows Eric, the phone, undergoing psychotherapy 
where his memories narrate his origin and early life in raw materials, manu-
facture, and distribution. We are encouraged to care for him as he sadly tries to 
understand his abandonment; why he has been thrown away?

The request of the story is to feel for Eric. The idea of throwing Eric away 
seems reckless and unsympathetic to his embodied life. The storied mental and 
emotional state of Eric contrasts with his inert, functional identity. The story fa-
cilitates empathizing as a counterpoint to a detached, human consumer’s objec-
tive view. The emancipatory possibility of Eric being heard, and of being known, 
creates an empathic partnership between the protagonist and the viewer. These 
examples, using popular online resources in environmental education and educa-
tion for sustainability, recognize how story can encourage imagination and empa-
thy to communicate the sustainability perspectives involved in life-cycle analysis.

Imagining Story

Ben, another educator, described the key concepts that focused his teaching as: 
“how we are a part of the environment, we’re not separate.” Ben focused his 
education for sustainability workshops for primary students on waterway ecolo-
gies. When I visited Ben’s workplace, I observed one of his workshops with a 
group of 16 primary school children. His workshop highlighted humans’ impact 
on water quality. But rather than listing these impacts explicitly, or describing 
the component parts of the water cycle or using diagrams to cover a range of 
scientific processes, Ben used story-based lessons. He encouraged his students 
to become immersed in an imagined environment as the basis for learning. 

During the interview Ben did not refer to the need to “break it down” so 
that the knowledge of sustaining waterways was understandable, or “tell” them 
“about” “it,” or assert the need to protect them. Ben described his teaching in 
the workshops as: “taking them down the course of a river”: 

We start off in the mountains, painting a picture of that, with their eyes closed 
getting them to feel that... So, taking them down the course of a river. I take them 
as if they are in the river, ‘alright let’s all jump in the river,’ and we are flowing down 
the river. 

Through becoming immersed in imagining, students were geared to see 
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and experience this river inside themselves. I watched students in a circle close 
their eyes, and open them freely, without losing the experience, as though the 
imagining was not only internal but shared as well. 

Ben described how students showed a sense of having been affected as 
richly as if they had really been to the mountains and travelled down the course 
of a river, and seen all those things: “It’s like they’ve been there, and know the 
animals they’ve seen; they want to help.” Ben determined that they “definitely 
understand the connections” implied between the imagined and the real, and 
between the ideas in the story and materialities of “real life.” 

Ben’s process constructed an overlapping correspondence between 
knowledge and the world, the real and imagined. These agentic entanglements 
are indistinct, but worthwhile to consider in gaining a greater understanding of 
affective education for sustainability teaching and learning pedagogies. Involving 
imagination, empathy, and experience in learning avoided a more transmissive 
discourse about problems in a separate, external world. His work positioned 
materiality and knowledge about it as entangled with the imagined, rather than 
distinctly separated from it.

Living Knowledge

Imagining ‘Who’ Rather than ‘It’

During participant observation at the primary school, Grade 3-4 students 
studied a local population of migratory birds that nest on a local uninhabited (by 
humans) area called “the island” for 10 weeks. To introduce this new topic, the 
teacher, Eva, showed photographs of the local habitat with subtle background 
music to evoke a sense of place. Interestingly, she did not describe, explain, or 
tell a story about the place or topic. After the silence of images and soft music, 
Eva announced they would go there on excursion. She asked if anyone knew: 
“Who lives there?”

“Who lives there?” occurred as an empathic statement, conjuring “who?” 
rather than “what?” This gave identity to the birds, as opposed to a generalized 
reference to “bird” or the objectification implied by “what,” as in “what species 
is that?” Instead, “who lives there?” is a statement of value, because it creates 
a feeling that “we will be visiting someone’s home,” rather than something. Eva 
constructed the birds as local members of the community and she affectively 
positioned students as visitors through her simple question. Empathic under-
standing can appreciate a living world.

Framing Knowledge as Living

Eva’s focus was not on telling, information, or content, but on guiding an approach 
to learning. The images, music, and question “who lives there?” introduced 
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a topic in an engaging, curious way. Her role became more storyteller than 
holder of knowledge. Eva reflected later on this purposeful pedagogy during an 
interview: “We haven’t sat down and told them about Short-Tailed Shearwaters, 
not told them any information at all.”

Encouraging students to feel, wonder, and imagine the birds’ worlds was 
a priority for Eva, before the excursion and before learning factual knowledge 
about them. Her strategy produced a relaxed affect that created an empathic 
beginning to learning about biodiversity. This framed environmental knowledge 
not as “learning about,” but as getting to know living beings.

Drawing as Understanding

After the excursion, Eva gave her students snippets of the bird’s life: cut-out 
typed sentences with each describing one aspect of the bird’s life cycle. This 
intertextual task asked learners to make connections between what they had 
already seen and experienced on “the Island” and their narrative snippets. Eva 
and I walked around the room watching students draw. Eva asked a student 
about his drawing. He explained: 

It’s a bird, what I’m thinking of on my paper. Mine’s on an underground nest of one 
egg, and I’ve got to draw 53, and it’ll crack on the 53rd one. I’m writing about the 
days it takes to hatch an egg.

I listened as he explained how his drawing is his thinking. This description 
of his drawing as “writing” suggests he really was examining and thinking about 
the bird’s life as though he were writing about it. There were no words on his 
work. His description showed how aspects of his drawing were made thought-
fully as expressions of his understanding.

Significantly, the way Eva questioned and listened seemed to enable both 
learner and teacher to become more aware of the visual and textural process. 
By giving students different ways of making meaning, Eva’s students learned 
to manage a range of texts to develop understanding, and to express and con-
solidate learning through a range of media. This emphasized that evidence that 
learning and understanding comes not only in written work but in drawing also, 
and greater awareness of learning processes were gained as students talked 
about their drawings. Eva warned against relying on teachers’ interpretations 
alone. Rather, learning is intertextual and requires many discursive strategies. 

Imagining Other Perspectives through Fiction

Eight weeks later on another topic, Eva read a fictional story to the class that 
evoked such an affective response that it turned into a four-week project. The 
story was about a girl who was inundated by swarms, flocks, and herds of ani-
mals rushing through her home every day, collecting her possessions. The pro-
tagonist discovered the animals were returning to claim back what they had 
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given: feather quilts, jumpers, wool, honey, blankets, wax. The evocative lan-
guage of the story and the perspective of the protagonist vividly evoked new 
ways of imagining everyday possessions. The story invited listeners to imag-
ine the concealed life within and behind objects, and consider how everything 
comes from living nature.

This began a huge discussion among the 9 and 10 year-olds. Their questions 
empathized with animals, demonstrating how their thinking extended into their 
perspectives. The animals’ families, homes, livelihoods, and capacity for free 
will were considered. The students’ feelings for the animals, as well as the pro-
tagonist, were thoughtful, hypothetical, and affective, and showed understand-
ing, empathy, and care. 

The link between the narrative form that allowed and encouraged imaginative 
understanding and empathic response was prevalent. In the follow-up task 
children chose their own projects: to draw something “back to nature” from 
their perspective. Their drawings included metal rafters, a bookshelf, desks, 
and paper. Through their drawings, the origin and make-up of their immediate 
environment became storied. Again, Eva and I found their learning most 
measurable, evident, and affective when the students described their drawings 
and narrated the story of their artwork. Their interest in this topic surprised Eva, 
and evolved into a new unit of work called “Made on Earth.”

Understanding Sustainability Requires Empathy and Imagination

My qualitative educational research forms part of a story that grapples with the 
complexities of what it takes to communicate and understand other perspectives 
in sustainability education. The analysis of participants’ learning stories demon-
strates a range of ways educators engage in imaginative media and elicit em-
pathic capacities in the context of learning about other things and perspectives. 

The findings show that discursive strategies used by education for sustain-
ability educators comprise a significant role in presenting the perspectives of 
sustainability. Intertextual strategies acknowledge that understanding is made 
and communicated in non-linguistic ways. Online animation, fiction, visualiza-
tion, imagery, drawing, and narrative accounts use feeling to communicate. 
Participants’ learning stories offer insights and clues as to what is involved 
in understanding sustainability concepts and perspectives, as well as what is 
effective. 

Clearly, for teachers and learners, understanding involves more than know-
ing “about” and more than information. Transmissive structures of teaching and 
learning were not dominant in education for sustainability settings. Teachers 
and students were creative and innovative in their practices, showing interest in 
de-objectifying otherness and empathizing with imagined perspectives. In some 
cases, student understanding was accelerated as they experienced empathy by 
imagining the other. 
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This study shows that understanding sustainability has complex dimensions 
and involves relationships between self and others, requiring both experience 
and imagination to be felt and comprehended. Continued discussion and re-
search is needed regarding how affective levels of understanding of other be-
ings, objects, and places can be generated through imagination. This potentially 
carves new relations between both self and other, and experience and imagina-
tion as possibly responsive and reflective of each other, rather than polarized in 
environmental education. 

This investigation shows how empathy is an act of imagination and has 
important affect in developing understanding of sustainability concepts. In a 
range of education for sustainability settings, empathy emerged as feeling for 
characters within a story; imaginatively becoming an object or a river; and a 
way of seeing things newly by learning their story. Empathy was elicited by 
teachers in a range of ways: by showing images, telling stories, and framing 
the world as living. Birds, objects, a mobile phone, and school infrastructure 
were seen as storied matter. All of these techniques affectively brought children 
in closer connection to understanding the sustainability dimensions of objects, 
animals, ecological habitats, and everyday infrastructure. This also involved a 
shift away from “it” by encouraging students to feel that everything has a story 
and a life. The ability to imagine and empathize with the other appears to be an 
essential component in understanding sustainability.

Notes

1	 ResourceSmart AuSSI Vic is the Australian Sustainable School Initiative in the 
state of Victoria, Australia. It is a state government framework that provides prac-
tical support to schools in becoming environmentally sustainable, and awards 
their efforts through a five-star accreditation system.

Notes on Contributor

Sally Jensen is an environmental educator working with regional schools in 
Victoria, Australia. Contact: sally@thefarmersplace.com.au
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