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About this report

This report focuses on communication preferences and is one of a series of outputs
produced for Ashden. Others include:

e ‘Learning from Leaders' guide to climate action for headteachers summarising
findings relevant to school leaders.

e An action planning tool for schools, ‘Academy 2050’ based on the research,
specifically the >100 actions and co-benefits that school leaders identified.

e ‘Leading Climate Action in Schools’ policy brief highlighting policy-relevant
findings of the research

e Journal article(s) and associated lay summary
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Executive summary

School leaders play an essential role in responding to climate change through their
mitigation and adaptation actions, and in how they build the social, ecological and
infrastructural resilience of their communities. Little is known about how school
leaders experience climate change, and how they access and engage with information
about climate action. The study was commissioned to understand barriers to
engagement, and purposively included schools that perceive themselves to be more
constrained in their climate action. In-depth interviews were conducted with 32 school
leaders (headteachers of primary, secondary and special schools and principals of
colleges) and analysed to find out how they engage with climate communication. A
purposive sampling strategy was used to reach schools perceived to be more
constrained in their climate action.

The findings highlight a complex and evolving social context for climate action in
schools. Despite experiencing a range of direct and indirect climate-related impacts -
often disproportionately affecting the most vulnerable students - climate change
remains a low priority for school leaders in the sample. In many cases, these impacts
are not explicitly linked to climate change, and the urgency for action is not widely
recognised. The climate communication landscape is perceived as crowded and
difficult to navigate. School leaders reported favouring messages from established,
trusted sources (not necessarily in the climate sector). Effective communication is
seen as honest and transparent, grounded on the moral imperative to act and
identifying both what works and what doesn’t and why.

Amongst schools engaging in climate action, Let's Go Zero's team of Climate Action
Advisors are appreciated for their expertise, responsiveness, advice and support,
whether directly with heads or with school sustainability leads. What schools value
most from their association with Let's Go Zero is the support provided by Climate
Action Advisors, particularly the relationships that they build with school leaders and
sustainability leads, rather than the production of climate action plans.

In the sample of schools perceived to be ‘more constrained’, there is scope to raise
awareness of climate risks, ways in which schools can develop resilience, and the role
that Let's Go Zero can play in supporting schools. This could usefully emphasise i) the
specialised experience and expertise of the Climate Action Advisors in education and
climate action ii) that there is no cost to schools for this service and iii) the ways in
which schools have progressed in their climate actions (see Appendix 2).

Climate action remains peripheral to school leadership because it is not embedded
within accountability, funding, legislation, and leadership training systems and
structures. Recommendations arising from the study are that Ashden (1) increase
connections beyond the climate and climate education community, bringing leaders
together through trusted organisations to join the dots between climate change and
climate impacts (2) share what's working and what's not on climate action in schools
(3) foreground the role of Climate Action Advisors in terms of the relationship and



relevance to support leaders to meet existing school priorities, and make it clear to
schools what the offer is, any costs (including time) and the benefits of engaging. This
should be targeted appropriately for the setting and phase using examples like those in
Appendix 2 to demonstrate working together for climate resilience and to meet school
leaders’ priorities.



Introduction

School leaders play an essential role in responding to climate change through their
mitigation and adaptation actions, and in the role they play in building the social,
ecological and infrastructural resilience of communities. Leadership of school climate
action therefore involves co-ordinating across teaching and learning and school
operations and working with key members of staff including teaching staff and school
business managers. The latter typically have responsibility for administering and
managing financial, site and support services and resources. In this report we have
used the term ‘climate action’ to include decarbonisation, nature recovery, social and
psychological actions which contribute to responding to climate change. As such, we
work with school leaders’ understandings of ‘what counts’ as climate action.

The route to school leadership in England typically involves prior experience as a
teacher and successful completion of the NPQH (National Professional Headship
Qualification). Within this route, there is little engagement with how climate change
intersects with schools: it is absent from the headteachers' standards (DfE, 2020a)
and National Professional Qualification (NPQ) Headship Framework (DfE, 2020b).
Responding to climate change is increasingly featuring as a responsibility for school
leaders: climate action appears in school estate management standards (DfE, 2025)
and there is a non-statutory requirement for schools to take action across education,
green skills and careers, school estates and digital infrastructure, and operations and
supply chains (DfE, 2023), yet there is little support for headteachers to do this
integrated into formal progression pathways to school leadership. Previous research
with school leaders in England identified headteachers lacking expertise and feeling
responsible for making ‘painful moral choices' between immediate demands and
long-term wellbeing (Higham et al., 2025, p. 1) in a context where climate action has
low priority in accountability frameworks. A recent DfE survey (DfE, 2026) found that
what school leaders most needed to develop climate action plans is allocated time,
guidance, training for staff and guidance on the benefits of developing a plan, which
(aside from directly allocated time) are measures of support available through Let's Go
Zero.

It is therefore essential to understand how school leaders experience climate change,
and how they find out about and take climate action. Whilst there exists research on
climate change education and climate change communication, there is little that
focuses exclusively on climate change communication and schools, and less that
draws on the experience of more constrained schools. We know from wider research
on climate change communication that the message, method and messenger matters.

Message matters

Communication strategies often begin by identifying objectives (or desired outcomes)
and work backwards to identify modifiable beliefs that influence public or political
support (Government Communications Service, 2024). Whilst there will be school
specific messages about climate change that it is desirable to communicate, the Yale



Programme for Climate Communication (2026) has identified six key ideas about
climate change that everyone should know, and that should form the basis of climate
change communication: It's real (climate change is happening). It's us (it is caused by
human activity). Experts agree (there is a scientific consensus). It's bad (climate
change harms people). Others care (most people are worried and support action).
There's hope (actions can limit harm). A large-scale study of the UK (Gillreath-Brown
et al., 2025) found that many perceive climate change as a relatively distant threat,
with 84% believing that climate change will harm future generations, compared with
55% who think it will harm them personally. Those who have direct experience of
extreme weather events are no more likely to attribute it to climate change than the
general population, indicating that there is a gap in joining the dots between climate
change and real world impacts.

Badullovich et al. (2025) found that five of the six key ideas (all except ‘it's real’)
predict attitudes and behaviors which support climate action, and that the emphasis
based on each key idea should vary according to communication goals. For example,
emphasising that ‘others care’ is important where the goal is to encourage people to
seek or share information or advocate for climate policy, because it emphasises the
social acceptability of these actions. Whilst this research was conducted with a
nationally representative US population, it is likely that social norms are important
when communicating with schools in England. In the UK, the most recent ONS survey
(2022) found that around three quarters of adults (74%) reported feeling worried
about climate change (so ‘others care'). Latest insights from the Britain Talks Climate
and Nature toolkit (Climate Outreach, 2025a) identifies the importance of talking about
the progress already made, the need for robust leadership and of talking about climate
change and protecting nature together, connecting action to improving local places
and human health and wellbeing.

Method matters

Climate Outreach has synthesised research on climate change communication into a
guide to having climate change conversations in everyday life (Webster & Marshall,
2019). The ‘REAL TALK' principles - Respect your conversational partner and find
common ground; Enjoy the conversation; Ask questions; Listen and show you've
heard; Tell your story; Action makes it easier (but doesn't fix it), Learn from the
conversation and Keep going and keep connected - are intended to inform ‘anyone
and everyone - whoever or wherever you are - [to] have constructive, interesting
conversations about climate change’ (p.4). They describe good conversations as
about intimacy, connection and feeling you have been understood, rather than about
exchanging information or winning an argument. Where there is an intention to
persuade, conversational methods such as ‘deep canvassing' might be more
appropriate. This involves non-judgemental conversations which give people
conversational space to resolve internal conflict on an issue (Fang, 2022). Whilst the
REAL TALK principles have not been tried out with school leaders, it is likely that they
are relevant, given the absence of climate change from formal progression pathways
to school leadership.



Messenger matters

In the UK, Climate Outreach (2025b) reports on strong support for leadership on
climate and nature and ‘rock bottom’ trust in politicians, institutions, big businesses
and companies. Their previous research (Climate Outreach, n.d.) identified four
consistently trusted sources: climate scientists, David Attenborough, environmental
charities and testimonies of ordinary people who have been affected by climate
change. This latter point is consistent with the review of theory and language of
climate communication by Nerlich et al. (2010) who identify the increasing importance
of peer-to-peer, rather than top-down, influence, encouraging a focus on how groups
‘on the ground’ construct and talk about issues and actions. This points to a need to
understand how school leaders communicate about climate change and climate
action. Whilst the education estate contributes approximately one third of the UK's
public sector building emissions (NAO, 2023), the absence of climate change from
leadership training may contribute to ‘pluralistic ignorance —the tendency for a
majority to misperceive others' opinions on a topic, falsely believing that fewer people
share their opinion than actually do’' (Geiger and Swim, 2016). This can lead to
silencing of conversations about climate action due to the perception that others do
not share one's views (e.g. about the importance of taking action on climate change).
There is a role to play for what Hestres (2015) describes as ‘internet-mediated
advocacy organizations’ with geographically dispersed and networked staff
advocating for climate action. Hestres identifies a challenge in relation to the very
different ways that online tools (e.g. email lists, blogs, websites, search optimisation
and social media) can be used depending on the theory of change and intended
audience.

Against this backdrop of mass climate communication, the research question
addressed in this report is ‘'how do school leaders engage with climate
communication?’ It consists of two parts: how school leaders communicate their own
experiences with climate change and climate actions; and their perspectives on how
others communicate with school leaders. The aim of the research is to identify
messages and methods that are more likely to resonate well with school leaders with a
view to better reaching and supporting school leaders with climate action.



Methods

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of York Department of Education
Ethics Committee and the research conducted between October 2025 and April 2026.
Qualitative, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with school leaders.
Interviews were conducted in two phases: in the first phase, headteachers in schools
perceived to be more constrained in their climate action were interviewed. ‘More
constrained' refers to school leaders who intended and hoped to pursue climate
action, but who felt limited in capacity due to factors ranging from capacity, time,
financial resources, staffing, expertise, and competing priorities. In the second phase,
headteachers of schools actively engaging in climate action were interviewed. This
report was compiled using responses to questions asking about where school leaders
find out information about climate action, the sort of messages they find compelling,
motivating, frustrating and demotivating, their experiences of climate action support
networks and their awareness of and experiences with Let's Go Zero. Interviews were
transcribed, anonymised and analysed using qualitative content analysis.

The sample included 32 school leaders in England (17 primary headteachers, 7
secondary headteachers, 7 sixth form college headteachers and one headteacher of a
special school). No executive head teachers consented to participate. The
geographical location of schools is presented in Figure 1. A range of school types were
included: converter and sponsor-led academies, voluntary aided schools, community
schools, and foundation schools. Urban and rural schools were included, those in
areas with high and low indices of multiple deprivation, and those with low and high
numbers of children eligible for free school meals. School sizes ranged from a roll in
the 30s to thousands.
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The sample does not include independent schools (out of scope) or pupil referral units
(none recruited).

Schools had varying degrees of engagement with Let's Go Zero (Figure 2). ‘'Engaged’
was defined as hearing someone from Let's Go Zero speak, using the website, signing
up (even if no further action is taken) as well as working with a Climate Action Advisor.
Of the 10 schools which had engaged with Let's Go Zero, the majority (7) were primary
schools, with one college, secondary and special school included. Headteachers of 18
schools say they have climate action plans, of which two explicitly say they were made
but are not used, and a further 7 heads talk about other plans, e.g. school
development plans, which include sustainability. This is broadly consistent with a
government survey which found that a majority of primary and secondary leaders
(67% and 59% respectively) have a plan in place or are developing one (DfE, 2026).

Mot heard of
@ Heard of, notengaged
@ Engaged

Disengaged

Figure 2: Engagement of sample schools with Let's Go Zero
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Research findings

Part 1: The context for climate communication

Sometimes it can feel like you're showing up to an earthquake with a dustpan HT8
Primary

There was consensus amongst headteachers that climate change is real and action is
needed and important. However, their engagement with climate action takes place
against the backdrop of other priorities, a changing society and a largely non-statutory
requirement for climate action in schools:

I don’t think anyone disagrees that it's important. There's a saying: what the
headteacher says is important gets done. If it's part of the school improvement
plan and people’s performance development, then it gets done..it's not been a
priority for me. HT3 Secondary

Priorities identified by school leaders, and occupying their time (ranked in various
configurations by headteachers) included: safeguarding, health and safety,
curriculum, the needs of individual children, ensuring good results, supporting children
with special educational needs, ensuring good results, finance, dealing with an ageing
estate, working with parents, staffing, ensuring legal compliance and Ofsted (within a
narrow window) inspections. These priorities mean that school leaders have limited
time and resources for climate action: There’s enough statutory | need to do without
worrying about what’s not HTS Primary.

Alongside these priorities, headteachers described changes in society that have
affected their work, particularly post-pandemic. These included a decline in public
funding for schools, social care and public services more broadly, increased
competition for scarce resources and increasing deprivation in wider society.
Improvements to the school estate were being made sometimes by distant trusts, and
piecemeal, with funding applications linked to specific criteria rather than schools’
needs:

I've got a bee in my bonnet about solar panels|...] we are a public building, why
are we not forced to have solar panels? Why are we not given solar panels?
Last year we were given £10,000 for some LED lighting in school. What they
didn't then give us were dimmers to turn them down because they're so bright.
But then 3 months later, they gave all schools grants to do LED lighting. And
you think, why is it not all joined up? I've got windows here that are single pane
windows that have got beading coming all around the edge and been in for
years. You know, to replace all the windows in my school is a ridiculous amount
of money. | can't afford to do it. Yes. We have 1970s heaters. that blow out
heat, ridiculous amounts or they don't blow any heat out at all. Why are we not
investing in those little things or cavity wall insulation that means we are using
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less energy, therefore, using less electric, less gas, less oil. It just does not add
up. The whole system does not add up. HTS Primary

School leaders described how they are dealing with the fallout of drug use and
neglect, with violence at times entering schools. Even where schools received
additional funding due to the Pupil Premium, they tended to have high demands on
staff time due to children’s complex needs. Many schools are creating infrastructure to
support children, including uniform stores, hygiene suites, food collection and
providing meals.

It does feel like a lot of the time, in education, every problem can be fixed by
schools and colleges [...] if we spent less time trying to fix every other problem
and just educating kids and getting them better qualifications we'd probably be
in a better place really quickly. HT2 College

School leaders reported contending with harmful effects of social media, not just
amongst children but amongst parents who pick up misinformation and bring these
ideas to school. Time of school leaders was also taken up responding to freedom of
information requests.

Factors school leaders perceived to function as barriers or enablers to climate action
included:

e Children and young people's needs
Consequences of climate action on other priorities e.g. safeguarding, staffing
and education

e Cost and conditions of financing

e Cultural norms around consumption

e Curriculum constraints

e Estate constraints

e Knowledge of infrastructure (e.g. solar batteries, air source heat pumps, energy
contracting)

e Parental perceptions

e Ofsted (but only within a narrow inspection window)

e Passion of governors, staff and students

e Policy of government, local authorities and Multi Academy Trusts

e Safeguarding

e Staff workload, role, capacity and wellbeing

e Systems (e.g. public transport)

e Time

e Wider initiatives which can build momentum or stagnate climate action

These factors are examined in more detail in the leadership model.
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Whilst climate change is understood as real and important for school leaders, they are
contending with many competing priorities and contextual factors, which makes it very
difficult to make the progress they would like to make on their school climate action.

Part 2: Headteachers' experiences of climate impacts

Here, we present findings discussing how headteachers communicate their
experience with climate change impacts and climate actions. Specific actions are not
discussed here, but are found in the accompanying ‘Academy 2050, an action
planning toolkit based on a synthesis of research findings on school climate actions
and co-benefits.

Schools in the sample are impacted by climate change...

Schools are experiencing impacts of climate change e.g. drought, extreme heat,
flooding, food price increase, sea level rise, wildfires, playing out in concerns about
attendance and safety, school closures and disruptions.

Last year we had a flood that meant we had to be out of the classroom for over
6 months [...] and then in the summer, when it's super hot we go into the village
church because it's really cool, and we do all our lessons at the church. We've
done that the past two years for just one day, and we’ve never had to do that
before. HT17 Primary

Climate impacts are often seen as weather-related, and of short (but increasing)
duration. Schools have adapted in various ways including changes to school calendar
and estate:

I mean, we could go on with various stories about, you know, how climate
change is impacting | mean, the number of changes I've made to my school to
make it more ready for climate change. you know, with solar panels on our roof,
we've got air conditioning in the school, because beforehand, you know, we
couldn't have a school open when it was 42 degrees [...] we've got canopies all
the way around the school now, which we never used to have, because now it
rains so much. Or going through periods when they couldn't go out at playtime.
HT12 Primary

This includes some actions that could be considered maladaptive, such as the
installation of air conditioning.

...but the connection is not always made between impact and climate change
Although some headteachers made the connection between increased incidence of
extreme weather, not all did. Links between climate change and loss of farmland,
reduced food yields, price of food, cost of living and conflict were not widely made
during the interviews and one headteacher reported being ‘surprised’ to realise the
link between climate change and food production, and the following was characteristic
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of responses from teachers, particularly those more constrained in relation to climate
action.

I'm going to be honest, | don't really, day-to-day, | don't think anything sort of
stands out really as being different to what it was 20 years ago because of
climate change. | don't really see it really...| mean... it's very wet and we don't
get snow days very often anymore [...] the only thing that we have bother with
at certain times of the year, including this one, is the school field, which
basically turns into a pond. It's literally that deep in water. It's a bit of a hazard.
If a kid went on there and they could literally drown in certain areas of the
school field [...] that can be a problem. Sports day, yeah, we've got little
gazebos up to keep the kids sheltered [...] those very, very hot summers days
when kids...do get burned, unfortunately, if you don't keep an eye on them.
HT6 Primary

This hesitancy to attribute impacts associated with extreme weather to climate change
is consistent with the general UK population (Gillreath-Brown et al., 2025), however
attribution studies are increasingly available using event definition, models and
empirical data to identify the probability of human influence in the extreme weather
event - for example, the UK annual mean temperature has been calculated as 260
times more likely due to human influence, and mean temperatures higher than 2025
are expected to occur within the next 3 years (Met Office, 2025).

School leaders more engaged with climate action were more likely to understand the
urgency of action. One school leader mentioned | think the vision would have to be
that with what other changes that have materialised within the local geography of the
area, you can still get to the school (HT4 Primary), but headteachers’ imaginings of
their schools in 2050 were, by and large, greener versions of the school today.

Climate impacts were often treated as lower priority than ongoing concerns such as
safeguarding, financial sustainability, health and safety and supporting young people
with special educational needs and disabilities, and perceived to affect others, far
away. Minimisation of risk in the face of more immediate crises, competing priorities,
or it being ‘worse elsewhere’, indicated social attenuation of climate risks, i.e. where
climate action is diminished as a result of psychological, social, institutional, and
cultural processes (Renn, 2011). The exception was amongst headteachers who were
taking more climate actions, who tended to prioritise school values and the interests
and needs of the child.

Climate change is reported to impact the most vulnerable children more

Climate impacts were considered to be particularly felt by young people with SEND or
living in areas of socio-economic deprivation. For example, HT25 noted the impacts of
extreme heat

14



A lot of our young people have quite significant issues in terms of their
interoception, so they don’t understand their internal body signals, and
therefore when it's hot, getting them to take jumpers off and things like that can
be quite challenging. HT25 Special

So we have these horrendous droughts , but then we have these enormous
rainstorms, and then there’s huge cliff falls, and things like that but there seems
to be the poorest communities affected the most. So [place] and [place]
suffered horrendous flooding and it takes a long time for those communities to
rebuild from that because they don't have the money or resource behind them.
HT7 Secondary

These vulnerabilities can limit the actions possible, for example tree planting was not
seen as a viable climate action because it reduced visibility of the field which was
important when young people were given time out to regulate.

Part 3: Perspectives on climate communication: sources

Trusted sources are well established and know the education system

A wide range of trusted sources on climate action were identified. Above all,
headteachers valued those with knowledge of the school system, and ideally with
local knowledge or able to provide advice relevant to their specific context, e.g.
schools doing it well or local schools. This was particularly important for the Special
School, where the headteacher noted that children with SEND can be more or less
sensitive to extreme temperatures or to disruptions in routine, less able to self
regulate:

We've thought about planting some trees that would suck up some of the water
on the field in terms of flooding but then the beautiful sight lines we've got
when children are out there regulating will be gone...we won’t be able to see
them, we won't be able to give them space, so we need to go back to the
drawing board. HT25 Special

Trusted sources included government (Department for Education - although not
always the most relevant source for sixth form colleges - and local authority, as well as
government funded organisations such as the Education Endowment Foundation),
staff in school (estates team, governors, the Sustainability Lead, MAT leadership),
media (BBC, Guardian, SchoolsWeek), social media (‘old Twitter’ and Linkedin), public
figures (senior business leaders, David Attenborough), Google (search engine and
Gemini), schools' networks and organisations (Headteachers' Conference, Colleges’
associations, unions), environmental charities (Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace),
environmental educators and organisations (Climate Action advisors, Climate
Ambassadors, Eco Schools) and international (UN, European Union) and local
organisations supporting sustainability. Most trusted sources identified by

15



headteachers were not focused on sustainability, and where they were, they tended to
have established a long track record.

Let's Go Zero reaches schools already engaged with climate action

Let’s Go Zero was not well recognised by the ‘more constrained’ school leaders in the
sample. Only 11 school leaders had engaged with Let’s Go Zero, and these schools
tended to have been taking climate change and environmental sustainability action
prior to registering. This is perhaps unsurprising as we aimed to reach schools that
were not prioritising climate action, so these numbers should not be considered
representative of schools more broadly.

Amongst the school leaders who had heard of Let’s Go Zero but not engaged, there
was a lack of clarity about what the organisation is, what it does, or what the benefits
of engaging were, suggesting the need for greater foregrounding the answer to these
questions in communications with schools. There was some confusion between Let’s
Go Zero and 'net zero' as well as between the role of Climate Action Advisors and
Climate Ambassadors. The one school ‘disengaged’ with Let’s Go Zero felt that the
offer was duplicating what they already have from other organisations.

When | looked through [the website], it didn't, as | saw it, it didn't offer me more
than | was aware | could get from somewhere else. HT12 Primary

Headteachers were not always well placed to describe the nature of the relationship
with Let’s Go Zero as they tended to delegate liaison to another member of staff (e.qg.
the Sustainability Lead or Business manager).

All of the schools in the sample who were working with Let’s Go Zero had already been
working on climate action before signing up.

they were basically signposting us to a lot of places that we'd already sort of
signed up for, but not really got in contact with so then that kind of kicked us
into following some of these things up...which was so helpful HT24 Primary

this was through Let's Go Zero, that they introduced us to flight-free schools,
and it turned out that without really knowing much about flight-free schools,
that we'd already reached the gold standard by being a flight-free school! HT11
College

School leaders identified various benefits of engaging with Let’s Go Zero. These
included validation or consolidation of existing activity, stimulating engagement with
other organisations, carbon counting, staff training, support to write a climate action
plan, practical advice and critical questions, and saving money. For example:

[CAA] helped us do the climate action plan...[they] said things like, let's do it
together, you give me the information, I'll put it in here, have you thought about

16



this? What about this? So [they], sort of, helped me to focus ideas. HT23
Primary

We're working with Let’s Go Zero [...] it's having a huge positive effect on the
environment and | don’t just mean in terms of climate change, | mean the
environment for students in which they live and they walk around. And
financially because I'm already saving over £70,000 a year on my electricity
bill. HT7 Secondary

School leaders value relationships and practical support, not climate action plans
School leaders in the sample expressed some scepticism about climate action plans,
even amongst those who had them and used them as a live document. Frustrations
were often directed at government, for example:

it's all very well and good telling schools they need a climate action plan, but
what does that mean? And what are you going to do to help us you know, be
better? | mean, we can do a lot of the work ourselves, we can spread the word,
we can put it in our curriculum, we can ensure that the community is aware of
things, but there's a lot of things we can't do because of the pressures of other
things, and because there just isn't money to do the sort of things that we
would want to do. HT22 Primary

Climate action plans were often forgotten, felt to lack detail, and were also
experienced by some as stressful, or ‘another thing’ to do. One headteacher new to
the role described their work with Let’s Go Zero on climate action planning:

it's been great but it has been overwhelming...when | wasn't doing it as well as
I could, that added stress... It is useful, because I'm reaping some of the
benefits. But it's... When you're doing your priorities, It's... that's...so far down
for me, you felt like sometimes you needed to just occasionally remind them,
‘I'm trying to run a massive school here.” HT7 Secondary

Whilst HT7 acknowledged that the support had been useful - and enabled them to take
climate action - the climate action plan had been a source of guilt because they had
not been able to achieve as much as desired. Where schools were less constrained in
their climate action, they tended to talk about their Climate Action Advisor by name
(not referring to Let’s Go Zero), valuing the bespoke advice and support, seeing
benefits to their school. In these schools it was more about a relationship than
providing a service, with the Climate Action Advisor responding practically to school
needs, providing a filter for information, and signposting school leaders to relevant
calls and support.
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Part 4: Communicating climate action: the message

It is unlikely that a single message will resonate with all schools. Headteachers had
different priorities, and therefore different drivers for climate action, so different
specific messages are likely to resonate with different headteachers. This is explored
in detail in the report on the leadership model. Three key characteristics of the
message were identified as important:

The school climate communication landscape is crowded
You get so much, it just becomes white noise. HT13 College

Headteachers described the information landscape as crowded and difficult to
navigate. Many organisations are vying for attention of heads who have limited
bandwidth to figure out what different organisations do or how much services cost.

We are very busy... and unless people give us things that we can use
practically, without having to do much, you know, take much extra time, then
it... is very tricky. So, anybody who wants us to do things, | think, needs to keep
that in mind, because we've got so many priorities in the curriculum and in
terms of leading schools. HT22 Primary

Finding the right organisation and fund was described as time consuming, often to
short deadlines, and not always aligned with school eligibility, priorities or needs. The
lack of joined up thinking and repetition of information in multiple places, often as
demands rather than tangible support, was frustrating for heads. Headteachers
identified little financial or structural support directly available to schools for climate
action without engaging with other organisations or applying for funding. School
leaders were frequently offered services by consultancies with significant costs
associated, so it is important to highlight the support that is available at no cost to
schools. They wanted streamlined information, in one place or from organisations that
are renowned and can be trusted (not necessarily in the climate sphere). Engagement
with Let’s Go Zero often happened after meeting a Climate Action Advisor or hearing
them speak.

Celebrate action, no matter how small - and recognise failures

Headteachers appreciated communications of relatable climate actions, no matter how
small, because this makes it feel possible. Whilst smaller actions might be important in
stimulating culture change and creating the groundwork for more significant
decarbonisation, it is important to emphasise the potential impacts of different actions.

Opportunities to profile the school and pupils doing good work was felt to benefit the
school and reinforce climate action, as were awards and recognition. Communications
that showed clear benefits to children, school finance and other operations were
appreciated.
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Headteachers also wanted to learn what has and hasn’t worked and appreciated ideas
that can also encourage young people and school staff to take action.

I have to say the things that are always the most meaningful to me are
understanding what other people have tried, and when they’ve tried it, what
worked and what failed. HT2 College

Importantly, case studies and stories need to be shared in contexts that are relevant to
the audience. For example, examples from colleges should be shared with colleges, as
stories from primary schools may be less applicable to other settings. Honesty and
transparency in sharing what schools have done can make climate action feel more
possible.

Relevant, relational approaches to supporting climate action are appreciated
Headteachers valued personalised messages (including understanding of their local
context, and their eligibility for grants, funding and awards based on postcode, size,
school characteristics) and approaches through existing partnerships, or those
offering a more long-term, relational approach (not just one off activities) through
practical support, and not just planning and monitoring activity, which made heads feel
guilty: we haven't got the legs to do the legwork ourselves (HT19 College).

Overly detailed and too generic messages, requests for meetings and repeated emails
were unpopular amongst heads, who described being inundated or bombarded with
information. Sales messages and appeals to sign petitions were offputting, as were
generic messages insensitive to the phase of education or schools’ financial or estate
constraints, requests for meetings, ‘urgent’ messages and frequent messaging (some
described this as >1/month).

Communicate how climate action can support other priorities

School leaders reported that communicating financial benefits of climate actions
helped to keep climate change on the radar, including with governors, when
infrastructural changes were considered (e.g. new boilers). This is not simply about
identifying co-benefits of climate action, but about reframing climate action around
school leaders’ priorities.

For some, climate action provided greater operational freedom. When solar panels
were funded through grants rather than contracts or loans, schools found that climate
action offered greater financial freedom, a benefit that was further improved by
installing batteries. One headteacher (HT10) highlighted the impact of this approach:

My chair of trustees says if anyone stops moving I'll put a solar panel on

them...I've shoved solar panels on every roof and what that meant was last
year we knocked £100k off the electricity bill...that’s £100k that | can spend on
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teachers, | can spend it on students, | can use it to subsidise trips, whatever |
want to do HT10 College

Communicate the moral imperative

Headteachers wanted to see greater emphasis on communicating that it is the right
thing to do for a better society and for the future of the children, and emphasis on the
responsibility to educate children for a climate changed world.

Whilst they were not always popular, children and governors being persistent with
heads on climate change did mean that climate change was put on the head'’s radar.

I could describe her as a thorn in my side, because she just doesn't - like the
children, in a good way - they just don't stop...my job is to keep my ears open,
rather than just shut them down...It's very tempting from a leadership point of
view, with everything else going on, to shut down those obsessives, but | think
that's one of my skill sets, is...to summarize and prioritise. HT33 Primary

Heads reported being put off by patronising, dictatorial or emotionally manipulative
messages (exaggerated messages, those that use fear, doom, gloom or guilt, whether
related to government compliance, Ofsted or climate change) that assume school
leaders have not thought about the issue. They were concerned with how messaging
appeared to children.

I try to avoid anything that's doom-mongering, or it's all humanity’s fault, and
things like that...I want to focus on ‘but look at the positive impacts we can still
have.’ So, it needs to have that positive thread for me. | think...Schools are
highly energized, highly stressful places to work in, so we don't need
doom-mongering, we just need, look, if you do these things, this is the impact it
will have. HT7 Secondary

Headteachers perceived to be ‘less constrained’ are foregrounding what children need
now and in the future, preparing them for the world as it is, and creating better
communities in which children can flourish, even if it means going against the grain.
Few school leaders in the sample fell into this category. A key way in which these
teachers talked about climate action was how it can help schools bring school values
to life. These headteachers were thinking differently from others in the sample about:

e Time: they consider long time scales (children's livespans), not just immediate
priorities

e Improvement: they don't just want to prepare children for the world, but to
improve the world for the children
Community: they support and learn from the wider community

e Knowledge: they mobilise their knowledge of the implications of climate
change, what their school needs and how they can get it
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Conclusion: opportunities to improve communication on Let's Go
Zero

The research identifies the following three opportunities for greater impact for Ashden:

Go beyond the bubble

The first opportunity for greater impact relates to the baseline for engagement: how to
engage with more constrained schools. School leaders must understand the need for
climate action in order to seek support for non-statutory actions. The research reveals
that whilst headteachers care about climate action, they do not always make the link
with local impacts and the long term consequences of inaction. Even when they do
recognise risks, they are often overwhelmed by more immediate priorities that relate
directly to health, welfare and safety of children. It will be difficult for Let’s Go Zero to
reach these schools directly. Communication with these schools is likely to require
engagement with trusted sources about how climate action can help schools with
other priorities, with relatable, tangible examples of practice and impacts.

Raise recognition of the benefits of Let's Go Zero

The second opportunity for greater impact is to navigate the crowded information
landscape and increase recognition beyond the bubble of already-engaged schools.
Some school leaders confused Let’s Go Zero with the broader concept of ‘net zero’,
and there was confusion between Climate Action Advisors and Climate Ambassadors -
this was made worse by perceived (and in some cases, actual) similarities in offering
of support to create climate action plans. Given the range and depth of experience and
expertise of Climate Action Advisors across climate change and education, and the
type of ongoing support available at no cost to schools, there is an opportunity to raise
the profile of this quality of work and relationships with schools. To address this, the
benefits of engaging with a Climate Action Advisor could be more prominent, with the
benefits of engaging clearly and consistently referenced in communications.
Messaging should highlight the value of an ongoing relationship, the practical support
available, the funding that can be accessed or savings that can be made, and the
tangible impacts that engagement can deliver.

Make climate action planning more salient

The final opportunity for greater impact lies in communicating the meaning,
importance and value of climate action planning, and how it can support schools to
live their values and achieve their other priorities. Many headteachers interviewed
view climate action plans as an ‘add on’, which can lead to feelings of guilt or stress.
They were often a validation of work already happening rather than a stimulus for new
and more transformative action. Integrating climate action planning into the school
development plan process and review cycle could more effectively drive change, and
may help climate action feel less like an additional burden and more like a strategic tool
for whole-school improvement.
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Recommendations

We recommend the following actions for Ashden based on what's currently working
well with schools, what isn't working well and the broader context in which schools
operate.

Increase connections beyond the climate and climate education community,
bringing leaders together through trusted organisations to join the dots
between climate change and climate impacts and encourage peer-to-peer
influence. This might involve the Climate Action Advisors in creating and
providing resilience-focused climate education which challenges existing risk
perceptions and communicates why climate change matters for the children
they teach now. It should include how action taken now can develop the social,
infrastructural and ecological resilience of schools, prevent harm and keep
children safe, and how climate action can help achieve other priorities. Working
with providers of the National Professional Qualification for Headteachers
(NPQH) to integrate climate risk management into the NPQH would ensure a
common vocabulary for new school leaders and communicate the key message
that ‘others care’ which is important in establishing social norms around climate
action.

Develop a communications package to celebrate and share what's working and
what's not on climate action in schools. School stories of action and adaptation
(see samples in Appendix 2) might form the basis of this. These stories should
emphasise progress already made and talk about climate change and
protecting nature together. Stories should connect climate action to improving
schools, and to staff and pupil wellbeing, consistent with the insights from
Britain Talks Climate (Climate Outreach, 2025a). The leadership model (to
follow) demonstrates how the same climate action can be used to achieve
different objectives.

In communications about provision, foreground the relational role of Climate
Action Advisors and their relevance to school priorities - and what they can
actively and practically do to improve schools. This might involve making a
theory of change clear. Make it clear to schools what the offer is, any costs
(including time), and find out what schools want, and use this to explain the
benefits of engaging, drawing on the REAL TALK principles (Webster &
Marshall, 2019). Tangible benefits might include access to a wider support
network, help with grant applications, identifying climate actions that can
enable headteachers to achieve their vision, within their means (saving money
and using it to invest in school and community needs).
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Appendix 1: Trusted communicators

Organisations or networks

Association of Colleges

Association School and College Leaders (ASCL)
BBC

Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL)
Citizens UK

Climate Adapted Pathways for Education (CAPE)
Climate Ambassadors

Department for Education

Eco Schools

Education Endowment Foundation

European Union (European Climate Roadmap for Schools)
Friends of Earth

Greenpeace

Institute of School Business Leads (ISBL)

Local Authorities

Morecambe Bay Curriculum Network

Multi Academy Trusts

National Association of Special Schools

National Online School

Schoolsweek

Sixth form Colleges Association

Surfers Against Sewage

United Nations

Universities and research centres

Wildlife Trusts

People

Business Leaders

Climate Action advisors

David Attenborough

Governors

LinkedIn network

Local environmental organisations

Local networks of schools (not in same MAT)
Local sustainability partnerships
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Appendix 2: Sample school stories

A series of school stories have been created from the interview transcripts. Examples
are provided below. De-anonymised test has been approved by school leaders.

Compassionate adaptation (College)

"It's about their future and the action that we need to take now in order to secure a
sort of healthy and sustainable future for them."”

[Name] College in East London is in an area with overcrowded housing and few green
spaces. The college has adopted a collaborative approach to climate action, working
with local borough to support green space development, and with Citizens UK to look
at the health impacts of air pollution. Although the student body is interested in wider
societal issues such as anti-racism and digital poverty, the college has worked to
engage students with sustainability issues. They offer their field to the local borough to
manage flooding and the use of flood water. Guided by the Association of College's
roadmap and an eco audit in 2019, the college has made progress with climate action;
this has included appointing a sustainability lead, implementing food waste collection,
and they have introduced the new Level 3 Sustainability certificate. Emissions
reductions have been achieved by upgrading LED lighting, and sourcing green
electricity. The college has also hosted a climate event and, moving forwards, plans to
develop an urban garden for growing food.

Solar awe and wonder (Primary School)

“The biggest device we have is our human imagination...You have to overlap priorities.
If you can't do that overlap, it's not going to work."”

[Headteacher] at [School] took part in Let’s Go Zero because it was consistent with
their values of care and compassion, and have used their transition to solar to power
community support and service. Responding to the closure of local community centres
and families under pressure with finances, mental health and cost of living, the school
partnered with third sector organisations to make a community building available for
free at evenings, weekends and holidays for drop ins, advice clinics and mental health
workshops - paid for by channelling £23k of savings made in six months from the
installation of solar panels into the building. Parents trust the school, and volunteer for
projects which increases the capacity of the school and develops experience for their
CV. Children likewise participate in a service curriculum where they volunteer in the
local community, producing food and reducing waste. [Headteacher] is advocating for
greater use of school buildings as ‘the last bastion left of the community’, using
imagination and solar power to create community cohesion.
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Gardening for good (Secondary)

"You wouldn't think they'd love an extra hour of school, but they do”

Malton School is a school in an agricultural town where the sense of community is
important. The students learn about food miles and the food served in the school is
locally sourced, which not only works on an environmental level but is appreciated by
families. At Malton School, a compulsory extra hour is transforming climate action and
student engagement. All pupils stay for an extended day each week, ensuring every
young person can take part in enrichment, regardless of background. This inclusive
model has enabled the development of an exceptional student-led gardening
programme across the site. Pupils maintain orchards, potting sheds, greenhouses,
wellbeing and SEND gardens, and are currently creating a new reading garden. The
spaces are entirely student-run and widely respected by peers. The programme has
gained national recognition through awards, but its real impact lies in giving all
students hands-on experience of sustainability, fostering pride, responsibility and a
strong connection to their environment.

Rob Williams, Headteacher

Healthy School, Health Earth, Healthy Pupils (Primary)

“We all have a moral imperative to work towards sustainability, decarbonisation and
positive climate action”

Climate action at Southwater Junior Academy means encouraging both pupils and
staff to think about the environment and how their actions impact local surroundings
and the global environment. They promote healthy lifestyles as sustainable lifestyles.
Southwater Junior Academy'’s value of kindness - to yourself, to others, and to the
world around you - is incorporated into initiatives such as providing safe bicycle
storage, waste reduction, recycled uniforms, doing the ‘daily mile’ and working with
community partners and volunteers to create an eco-garden and sensory trail. They
use their sensory trail as a resource, particularly for more vulnerable children who
struggle with sensory experiences, and installed canopies and sails so the children
can play out in the shade throughout the year. To celebrate success and bring
students, parents and communities to come together, they hosted Green Fest, themed
‘Kindness to the Environment'. Benefits to these actions include physical and mental
health, and wellbeing for children and staff and a stronger sense of community.

Rebecca Toogood, Headteacher
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