CHAPTER 13

The Role of Children’s Literature in
Cultivating Awareness on Climate
Justice

Feride Idi Tulumcu?, Tugba Demirtas Tolaman?

1. Introduction

The observed shifts in the climate system are an interdisciplinary problem
that requires addressing at the intersection of different scientific fields. These
changes directly affect the lives of children and future generations due to their
societal consequences. It is a fact that all living beings on Earth depend on
global well-being and ecological balance (Woodard & Schutz, 2024). Regarding
climate justice, individuals must consider not only their own lives, but also
those of future generations and all living beings with whom they share the
planet. Today, disasters such as unexpected weather events, droughts, forest
fires, severe storms, and floods increasingly reveal the effects of the climate crisis
linked to global warming. While these disasters affect humanity as a whole,
it is known that low-income countries and disadvantaged communities are
particularly hard hit. As emphasized in the Twelfth Development Plan by the
Presidency of Strategy and Budget of the Republic of Tiirkiye (2023), climate
change exacerbates inequalities, underscoring the need for policies that protect
vulnerable groups in accordance with the principles of social justice and equality.
Currently, every climate and environmental shift directly impacts the lives of
children, who will become tomorrow’s adults, and the world they will inhabit
(Adami, 2019). Additionally, research reports highlight that children are the
most vulnerable group affected by climate change. According to the Children’s
Climate Risk Index, almost all children are exposed to at least one climatic
and environmental hazard, and more than 1 billion children live in countries
at extremely high risk (UNICEE 2023). While the multidimensional crises
caused by climate change may appear to have no direct impact on us due to our
geography and social position, it is an undeniable fact that these crises will affect
our children and future generations. Each instance of indifference toward today’s
planetary issues deepens and grows over time, exerting an increasingly heavy
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impact on future descendants. Such a situation transforms climate change from
merely an environmental or technical issue into an obvious intergenerational
justice problem. As Gardiner (2006) points out, it becomes harder to grasp
why climate change is such a serious problem unless we acknowledge that our
actions are subject to moral evaluation and that we cannot focus solely on our
own individual interests and those of our immediate surroundings, failing to
consider the interests of people living in distant lands, future generations, non-
human beings, and the natural world. The climate crisis, therefore, requires an
ethical reevaluation of humanity’s relationship with nature and all living beings,
both present and future. Therefore, it is essential for students to understand
how their lives and those of people in different parts of the world are connected
to natural systems affected by climate change, as well as to each other, through
these systems. It is also crucial for them to be able to critically evaluate these
relationships and develop sensitivity toward these connections (Clark &
Shoemaker, 2025).

Climate justice is based on the principles of environmental justice within
the broader context of efforts to uphold and embrace universal human rights
through ecological analysis and practice (Trott et al., 2023). The concept of
environmental justice, on the other hand, is defined as the fair and equitable
distribution of environmental benefits and burdens among different segments of
society, the right of all individuals to live in a healthy and secure environment,
and equal opportunities to participate in environmental decision-making
processes (Schlosberg, 2007; Walker, 2012). In this regard, environmental
justice provides a valuable framework that recognizes environmental issues
and questions who is affected by them, how, and to what extent (Agyeman
et al., 2016). Schlosberg (2007) notes that most environmental justice
discussions focus on unequal distribution, explaining this as the reality that
poor communities, native communities, and communities of color receive fewer
environmental benefits, endure greater environmental harm, and are offered less
environmental protection. As Trott et al. (2023) point out, climate change is
happening everywhere right now. It affects us all and produces unjust outcomes.
Therefore, our collective societal response should be to provide a variety of
learning spaces and settings for students of all ages that encourage justice-
based understanding and justice-focused action. In this context, environmental
and climate justice may be regarded not only as awareness based on scientific
knowledge, but also as a learning space that encourages individuals to reconsider
their relationship with nature. Oziewicz (2022) claims that we, as humans, are
at war with the planet, and that we are winning. He emphasizes that universal
climate literacy is what we need to reverse this situation. Such literacy involves
being informed about the numbers and scientific facts surrounding man-made
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climate change, as well as developing attitudes and values in line with how we
should live in order to respect the planet. In this context, having identified
educational environments as the starting point for this transformation, he
highlights the powerful role of stories in making climate literacy accessible and
meaningful for children. Accordingly, children’s literature, particularly picture
books, is regarded as a key tool in helping children recognize the connections
between social and environmental justice, and in facilitating a more holistic
understanding of environmental justice. However, the relatively limited
representation of environmental justice also suggests that individuals may
encounter challenges in reconsidering their connections with nature, and in
conceptualizing environmental justice (Hindhede & Saavedra, 2024).

Societies should prioritize raising awareness among today’s children, who
will play a decisive role in shaping the future, about climate change and ensuring
they internalize the perspective of climate justice. This should be beyond an
individual educational goal. In this context, literature is an important tool that
shapes children’s relationships with environmental issues on cognitive, ethical,
and affective levels. Literature essentially reflects the real world. However, in
literature and art, nature’s sometimes chaotic realm is transformed into a more
refined form through specific structures and designs (Lehtimiki, 2013). This
transformative and constructive characteristic makes literature an effective tool
for transferring values, especially to young readers. In fact, when a worthwhile
reading experience cannot be provided through children’s literature to instill the
values of the environmental movement, it becomes harder to raise individuals
with an ecological identity and environmentally conscious ideas. In this context,
it is important not only to reflect what is popular through magazines, stories,
and media, but also to convey nature-friendly ideas to children as lasting values
(Ulu Aslan & Bas, 2020). Environmental narratives presented through films
and literary texts play a defining role in positioning children as active subjects
connected to the natural world (Ryman, 2021). The societal implications of this
situation have become more apparent in recent years with the increased visibility
of children and young people in environmental justice discussions. An example
of this societal impact was Greta Thunberg’s September 23, 2019, speech at
the United Nations General Assembly, in which she criticized world leaders for
failing to take sufficient action against climate change. The speech demonstrated
that children and young people can be powerful and effective participants in
environmental justice debates rather than passive recipients (Ryman, 2021).
Thunberg’s statement that she first learned about climate change at eight years
old is significant because it shows that children can understand environmental
issues and develop ethical viewpoints on them from an early age (Ryman, 2021).
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This section is structured based on a document analysis in line with a
qualitative research approach. In this study, selected works — primarily
illustrated children’s books characterized as both fictional and non-fictional
— were analyzed. Picture books, with their structure intended for reading
by an adult, support interaction between generations and, by combining
the descriptive and prescriptive functions of language, provide a key area of
study that enables children to understand environmental issues and develop
alternative ways of thinking (Hindhede & Saavedra, 2024). Although most of
these works are intended for the preschool age group, they can also appeal to
a broader audience thanks to their thematic and narrative depth. The books
analyzed were categorized into three groups according to their content and
thematic focus: works that support children’s connection with nature and the
development of environmental empathy; works that focus on sustainability and
environmental awareness; and works that explore the concepts of environmental
justice, responsibility, and ethics within an ecocritical framework. During the
analysis process, the texts were assessed in line with an eco-pedagogical and
critical theoretical framework, and the ethical and pedagogical dimensions of
children’s positioning in the face of the climate crisis were examined through
an analysis of narrative structures, character representations, and discourses on
environmental justice.

2. Developing Climate Literacy in Tiirkiye's Education
System

Given this conceptual background, the development of children’s
environmental awareness through literary narratives must be addressed
within the framework of climate literacy, a knowledge-based, critical, and
action-oriented competency area. According to the USGCRP’s (U.S. Global
Change Research Program [USGCRP], 2024) Climate Literacy Guide, climate
literacy involves understanding how the climate system works, how human
activities affect the climate, and the impacts of climate change on people and
other components of the Earth system. Climate literacy enables individuals to
understand the processes, causes, and consequences of climate change; critically
evaluate evidence; discuss risk management options; and make informed
decisions. Being climate literate does not mean knowing all the complex details
of climate science. Rather, climate-literate individuals recognize that climate
change has social, historical, ethical, legal, economic, psychological, and
political aspects beyond the environmental dimension. They also understand
that different societies, cultures, and traditions interpret, document, and explain
environmental changes and their causes in different ways.
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In this regard, it is important to examine how the concept of multidimensional
climate literacy is incorporated into teaching programs and classroom practices
in Tiirkiye. As the institution responsible for education, the Ministry of National
Education [MONE] in Tiirkiye is undertaking various initiatives to implement
the actions outlined in international agreements and national policy documents
signed as part of efforts to combat climate change (MONE, 2023). Among the
efforts undertaken in this context are initiatives to facilitate the green and digital
transformation of education. These include the ‘1,000 Eco-Friendly Schools,’
“Zero Waste,” ‘Ecological Schools,” and ‘Energy Efficiency in Public Buildings’
programs, which are all carried out within the framework of the Turkiye Green
Deal Action Plan and the Green Development Initiative. The Ministry of
National Education has also updated the ‘Environmental Education’ course to
‘Environmental Education and Climate Change’, organized teacher training
programs on climate change, developed the EBA platform featuring digital
materials, and implemented educational programs on climate change within
the framework of lifelong learning, thus ensuring that the school ecosystem is
updated in line with global developments. Furthermore, the Ministry organizes
courses on climate change and sustainability at lifelong learning institutions,
primarily targeting the adult audience.

The importance of education for mitigation and adaptation in combating
climate change was also emphasized at the Climate Council, held by the Ministry
of Environment, Urbanization, and Climate Change on February 21-25, 2022,
where significant decisions on policies and mechanisms to address climate change
were made. The council’s decisions included the necessity of creating awareness
of climate change across society, starting from early childhood. Following the
Climate Council, the Ministry of National Education further increased its
efforts regarding climate change through the Climate Workshop held afterward.
As part of these efforts, a Climate Change Action Plan was prepared and shared
with the public in September 2022. The plan involves the following objectives:

* Updating the Ministry of National Education’s curriculum based on
sustainable development principles,

* Developing teaching materials in line with the updated curricula,
* Creating social awareness,
* Expanding the physical capacity of schools.

Prepared within the scope of the “Environment, Disaster, Risk Reduction,
and Education Project (MONE, 2025)” in line with the Ministry of National
Education’s Ttirkiye Century Education Model (Ministry of National Education
[MONE], 2024) and Climate Change Action Plan, the aim of this study is

to help students gain environmental and climate literacy as well as disaster
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awareness from an early age. To this end, a comprehensive structure has been
established around the seven key topics identified in the Climate Change Action
Plan. The topics include awareness and education initiatives in educational
institutions, climate change-related disasters and measures against them,
energy efficiency and conservation, water resource protection, air, water, and
soil pollution, recycling and zero waste practices, and the effects of climate
change on the environment and public health. Through various studies, it is
expected that students will develop climate crisis awareness, take responsibility
as conscious individuals, identify climate change effects on global and local
scales, become disaster-preparedness and risk-reduction aware, learn how to
protect natural resources, and take individual and collective responsibility for
environmental issues by offering solutions. To this end, age- and developmental-
level-appropriate activities are designed to nurture students into individuals who
are sensitive to the climate crisis, think scientifically, and take environmental
responsibility. This guide consists of activities, materials, and digital content
designed to create awareness on environmental themes regarding climate
change. The study has been structured around the themes of air, water, soil, zero
waste, natural disasters, and renewable energy sources. The activities involved
fall into three main categories: classroom activities, out-of-classroom activities,
and workshops.

Through the activities included in the guide, it is expected that students will:

* Identify and explain basic concepts relating to climate change (such as
climate, air, water, soil, and renewable energy sources),

* Adopt minor yet effective sustainable behaviors in daily life,

* Relate the effects of climate change to scientific indicators and offer
solutions,

* Participate in activities such as games, experiments, drama, and projects,

* Demonstrate and develop their awareness of environmental issues through
active participation.

Examining existing research findings to identify the educational implications
of these goals reveals that, despite an increase in environmental and climate-
themed educational research in Tirkiye in recent years, most studies remain
limited to a specific subject or dimension. There is also a lack of comprehensive,
program-based, and comparative evidence (Arslan Celik & Gelmez Burakgazi,
2025). However, it has been emphasized in a recent study that educational
approaches to the climate crisis should not be limited to the mere transfer
of information; rather, they need to be addressed holistically, incorporating
dimensions such as behavioral change, critical thinking, psychosocial resilience,
and home-school collaboration (Bariscan, 2025).
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Examining existing research findings to reveal the implications of these
goals on teaching processes, the study by Artvinli and Kaya (2026) stands
out. This study analyzed the inclusion of global climate change content in
primary and secondary school curricula within the Tiirkiye Century Education
Model (2024). Although the curricula generally included environmental
awareness, sustainability, and the protection of natural resources, the causes,
consequences, and global dimensions of climate change were addressed only
superficially. High-level problem-solving and critical thinking activities on this
subject were also found to be notably limited. The curricula in question should
integrate interdisciplinary approaches, strengthen the practical dimension,
and incorporate high-quality learning tools and materials focused on topics
related to climate justice, adaptation, risk reduction, and green transformation.
Research by Senel (2025) also identified values related to climate justice and
environmental ethics within the curricula. Specifically, the research identified
317 values in the science curriculum, 163 in the life sciences curriculum, 103
in the social studies curriculum, 11 in the Turkish language curriculum, and
six in the Human Rights, Citizenship and Democracy (IHVD) curriculum.
These findings demonstrate that climate literacy is emphasized more in science
and social science curricula, while language courses, which have the potential
to foster values, attitudes, and critical thinking, are relatively overlooked.
Monroe et al. (2019) emphasize that increasing knowledge alone is insufficient
for climate change education. Students must actively participate in processes
such as evaluating evidence, discussing different perspectives, and developing
action competence. Therefore, traditional science teaching approaches alone
may be insufficient. Similarly, Kagawa and Selby (2010) argue that climate
change cannot be addressed solely as a science education topic. Rather, it must
be evaluated in conjunction with the social sciences, ethics, economics, and
culture, which requires a reexamination of current educational approaches.
Studies (Demir, 2022; Erbas, 2023; and Ceylan & Ekici, 2026) have also
revealed that, in addition to the curricula, textbooks for different subjects do not
provide sufficient content on the aforementioned terms. For instance, research
by Kiilek¢i and Alkan (2025) showed that Turkish textbooks only briefly touch
on topics within the framework of “Climate Action,” focusing primarily on
love of nature and environmental issues. Additionally, it was found that direct
informational content related to climate change is inadequate and that activities
tend to be rather surface-level. Similarly, a study by Goksel (2024) found that
middle school Turkish textbooks lack balanced and sufficient content regarding
the cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions of environmental awareness.

However, language courses provide an important pedagogical space in
which students can discuss environmental issues multidimensionally through
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texts, evaluate different perspectives, and express their thoughts. In fact, an
interdisciplinary approach to teaching environmental education and awareness
through language courses is crucial for enabling students to holistically develop
their linguistic and environmental awareness (Porto, 2025). Consistent with
this, Webb et al. (2025) emphasize that native language courses are a significant
pedagogical arena in which students can develop critical awareness of and an
active stance toward climate change. They also note that students can understand
environmental issues in a multidimensional way through literary and non-
fiction texts, and through writing practices. This process strengthens their media
literacy and ability to distinguish climate-related disinformation.

Evaluated broadly, climate literacy—one of the fundamental competencies
of the 21st century—is more than just acquiring environmental knowledge.
It is a multi-layered competency that integrates cognitive, ethical, and action
dimensions. In educational curricula, however, this competency is primarily
addressed through specific courses, and the opportunities offered by native
language courses are not sufficiently recognized. Turkish language courses,
however, provide content that enables students to understand and interpret
environmental issues multidimensionally, evaluate evidence, and express well-
founded thoughts through reading, writing, speaking, listening, and visual
skills. Including high-quality children’s literature in Turkish language classes
helps students develop empathy, values, and responsibility by structuring their
relationship with nature on an aesthetic and affective level. Activities such as
text analysis, critical reading, discussion, and creative writing contribute to the
development of higher-order thinking skills, like analysis, synthesis, evaluation,
and reproduction. Therefore, the holistic development of climate literacy
requires the functional use of language and literary texts in the learning process.

3. The Role of Children’s Literature in Building
Environmental Justice

The notion that environmental issues should be evaluated on ecological,
social, and ethical bases has brought environmental justice to the forefront of
today’s discussions. Kili¢ and Tok (2014, p. 220) define environmental justice as
it relates to individual and institutional behavior throughout the process, from
the exploitation of natural resources to their use and the storage of subsequent
waste. They suggest that environmental problems arise from the transformation
of unjust human practices against each other into unjust human practices
against nature. In this context, environmental justice may be considered as a
concept not only in relation to environmental regulations but also as a field
directly linked to the awareness and attitudes that individuals develop from an
early age. As stated by Yang et al. (2022), since environmental education plays
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a fundamental role in the formation of awareness, it should be provided during
the early years of schooling. Fostering environmental awareness in children
is important not only for individual growth but also for a country’s future
development and environmental policy formulation. However, today’s decline in
contact with nature can cause children to fear animals and plants. Consequently,
they may lose interest in climate and environmental issues (Hofman-Bergholm,
2022). This disconnect hinders the development of the sense of responsibility
necessary for environmental justice. As Ryman (2021) points out, however,
the destructive effects of climate change require a comprehensive assessment of
the relationship between humans, nature, and the Earth. In order to transform
this relationship, individuals must be able to associate their identities with that
of non-human nature. For this reason, environmental education stands out as
a tool that strengthens the foundation of environmental justice, positioning
children as subjects connected to and responsible for nature, rather than as
separate from it. It is clear that narrative-based texts are essential among the
pedagogical tools that reinforce children’s relationship with environmental
justice (Gaard, 2009; Moezzi et al., 2017; Morris et al., 2019; Ulu Aslan &
Bas, 2020; Aurélio et al., 2021; Yang et al., 2022; Costu et al., 2022; Jovillar,
2025). Books containing narratives encourage children to appreciate their
surroundings and stimulate their imagination by enabling them to learn about
animals and habitats they may not have the opportunity to see or visit directly
(McKnight, 2010). Such narratives and literary texts contribute to children’s
understanding of and sensitivity toward different ecosystems by expanding the
emotional bond they form with their own environment. As McKnight (2010)
points out, elementary school children’s appreciation and admiration for the
natural areas in their environment, such as parks and streams near their homes
or schools, form the basis for their ability to understand and evaluate different
ecosystems over time. Direct observation of local plants, insects, birds, and
mammals supports children’s transition from concrete to abstract reasoning.
This contributes to their development of concern and sensitivity toward the
natural world in other geographical areas, fostering “environmental empathy”
that flourishes in discovery and invention-based learning environments.

Turning to children’s literature at this point allows us to use both fictional
and nonfiction texts to expand children’s relationship with nature. As stated
by Cho et al. (2022), the plot structure of narration-based fiction progresses
through a chain of events structured within cause-and-effect relationships. This
structure aligns with how children make sense of the world through events and
causal connections. Books containing narratives not only encourage children to
appreciate the natural environments in their immediate surroundings, but also
stimulate their imagination, enabling them to learn about animals and habitats
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they may never have the opportunity to see or visit directly (McKnight, 2010).
Through such texts, child readers develop a sense of wonder for the planet they
are part of, while also sensing the vital necessity of this planet for all humanity
and the relationship of mutual dependence.

In this context, the children’s picture book Dear World written by Isabel
Otter and illustrated by Clara Anganuzzi, can be considered a prime example.
In the book, Tessa is influenced by her explorer grandfather’s stories about Earth
and expresses the planet’s perfection in a letter to it. Tessa draws attention to
the miracles the Earth holds by describing its natural diversity, from life under
the ocean to savannas and from waterfalls to glaciers, as well as the abundance
of animal and plant species. Tessa also emphasizes how fragile the Earth is and
how it needs love and care. She acknowledges that while humans may harm
the planet, they also have a responsibility to heal it. The final section of the
book is a brief guide that informs readers about environmental issues around
the world and suggests ways to address them. Similarly, One World written by
Nicola Davies, introduces readers to the extraordinary diversity of creatures
and ecosystems beyond their own locales, while highlighting the environmental
challenges the world faces. Based on an imaginary journey taken by two London
children on Earth Day, April 22, the book follows them as they embark on a
journey to different parts of the world just before midnight. Throughout this
journey, readers encounter a polar bear family whose habitat is threatened by
the melting North Pole ice caps, sea turtles in India whose nesting grounds
are damaged by pollution and human activity, the changing living conditions
in China caused by deforestation, and emperor penguins in Antarctica that
are in danger due to rising temperatures. The book also inspires hope by
highlighting examples of positive transformation alongside environmental
issues. Examples include the recovery of humpback whale populations in Hawaii
due to changing human attitudes, the continued existence of hummingbirds
in California free from the harmful effects of agricultural pesticides, and the
development of alternative solutions in Brazil to reduce human-wildlife conflict
instead of jaguar hunting. Through this narrative, the book reveals the fragility
and protectability of nature, providing a framework that encourages readers
to develop an awareness of environmental issues and consider their individual
responsibility to protect nature. The book, 7 Ate Sunshine for Breakfast, written
by Michael Holland and illustrated by Phillip Giordano, aims to reveal the
multifaceted relationship between the objects and foods readers consume and
use daily, often unnoticed, and nature. Starting with a child’s breakfast, the book
illustrates the pivotal role of plants in life through ordinary daily activities. The
transformation of sunlight into the food chain through vegetation is illustrated
by a system of connections extending from grains to bread, and from vegetation
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to creatures, thereby reinforcing children’s comprehension of energy cycles and
environmental interconnection. The work presents plants not only as a source
of food but also as fundamental living beings present in almost every area of life,
including clothing, medicine, furniture, and everyday objects. The adaptability
of plants to their environment is illustrated by the characteristics they develop in
different climates and ecosystems. Additionally, it is stressed that, despite being
immobile, these organisms have a highly fragile existence. This approach helps
readers see plants as indispensable to the continuity of the ecosystem, rather
than as passive elements. The visual narrative and language used throughout
the book directly address children and transform environmental awareness from
an abstract field of knowledge into an everyday learning process. Through the
metaphor of “eating the sun,” children intuitively grasp the relationship between
their lives and nature, and the idea that humans and nature interact with and
are responsible for each other is emphasized. Such works can be considered
examples of children’s literature that aim to foster environmental empathy and
awareness of interconnectedness in children from an early age, establishing the
basis of environmental justice.

Figure 1.
Reprinted from Dear World
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In order to prevent ecological damage from worsening, it is necessary
to adopt behaviors that are ecologically sustainable. This means taking into
account the rate at which natural resources are renewed and avoiding overuse
of these resources. This is especially critical for children and young adults, who
will be tomorrow’s adults. A recent longitudinal study has indeed shown that
environmental attitudes and behaviors emerge during childhood and undergo
systematic change until at least early adulthood (Ebersbach & Brandenburger,
2020). These findings reveal that cultivating sustainability awareness at an early
age is essential for establishing long-term environmental responsibility. In this
context, children’s literature emerges as an effective pedagogical and cultural
tool for cultivating such awareness. Storybooks with positive messages about
sustainability have the potential to encourage children to develop positive
attitudes toward protecting the environment and sustainable living (Yilmaz et
al., 2020). Through these books related to everyday life, children can recognize
the effects of human activities on natural systems. Thus, they can understand
that sustainability is not merely an abstract concept but rather a way of life
directly related to individual and social responsibilities. When studies on
sustainable development education for early childhood published between 1996
and 2013 were examined by Hedefalk et al. (2015), it was found that the results
of the studies focused on the need to reestablish contact with nature and to
understand the causal relationship between humans and nature, which is the
basis of sustainability. It is argued that when children understand and can discuss
the connection between the environment and society, they can take conscious
action for change (Hedefalk et al., 2015). Hofman-Bergholm (2022) also states
that, due to decreasing contact with nature, children must strengthen their
relationship with nature, reestablish contact with it, and comprehend the causal
relationship between humans and nature, which forms the basis of sustainability.
In this context, children’s books centered on recycling and zero waste convey to
young readers through concrete examples that sustainability is not an abstract
environmental policy, but rather a responsibility directly linked to everyday
practices. In the book “Yaslt Cinar Agact” [The Old Plane Tree], written by Bilge
Buhan Musa, for example, the transformation of a cut tree into paper and its
re-entry into circulation in different forms highlights the cyclical use of natural
resources. Meanwhile, the child’s behavior of throwing used paper into the
recycling bin emphasizes the continuity of individual responsibility. Similarly,
in “Merakl: Yesil Sise” [The Curious Green Bottle] also written by Bilge Buhan
Musa, narrates the process of a glass bottle being broken, melted, and reshaped,
depicting recycling as a process of transformation and regaining value rather
than a loss. On the other hand, “Beyaz Plastik Bardak” [White Plastic Cup],
another work by Bilge Buhan Musa, highlights the enduring presence of plastic
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waste in nature, prompting children to reconsider their single-use consumption
habits and explore alternative behaviors. Alongside these narrative-based books
is the book titled “Diinyay1 Degistirmenin 101 Kolay Yolu” [101 Small Ways to
Change the World], written by Aubre Andrus, which addresses topics such as
recycling, energy, and water conservation. It provides practical suggestions that
can be applied directly to daily life, promoting action-oriented environmental
awareness among children. When considered together, it is obvious that these
works present a powerful pedagogical framework that addresses sustainability
and environmental justice in children’s literature. Rather than viewing the
individual as a passive recipient of responsibility, they explore these concepts
by considering the individual as someone capable of empathy, action, and
developing social participation.

Figure 2.
Reprinted from 101 Small Ways to Change the World; An illustrated example

demonstrating everyday recycling practices and material classification, designed ro
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In this context, children’s books with sustainability themes can be evaluated
as both pedagogical tools that encourage environmentally conscious behavior
and texts that allow for an ecocritical examination of environmental themes in
literature. Ecocriticism encourages readers to recognize the intrinsic value of
the natural world and to question narratives prioritizing human interests over
ecological harmony (Jovillar, 2025). In this regard, ecocriticism provides an
opportunity to examine in depth the relationships between literature, ecology,
and culture by interpreting literary and cultural texts from an environmental
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perspective. At the heart of this approach—which argues that the world’s
perfect balance can only be achieved through “human-nature” cooperation
and acceptance of every living being’s unique identity—is the “human” as part
of the environment, sharing a common living space with other living beings
(Ulu Aslan & Bas, 2020). On the other hand, Gaard (2009) emphasizes that
children’s literature can create deep, lasting effects by appealing to emotions and
intellect. Although students appear to rely more on emotion than on intellectual
environmental science knowledge when evaluating ecological justice issues and
the strongest emotional bond with nature may be children’s innate love for
animals, Gaard highlights that children’s environmental literature can create
deep and lasting effects by appealing to both emotions and intellect.

Figure 3.
Reprinted from Animal Rescue

In this context, the picture books “Hayvan Kurtarma” [Animal Rescue],
illustrated by Patrick George, and “Nerede Bu Fil?” [Where’s the Elephant?],
illustrated by Barroux — which center on the power of visual storytelling—
concretely exemplify the contributions of children’s literature to eco-critical and
environmental justice discussions. In “Hayvan Kurtarma”, turning the acetate
pages depicts animals being removed from circuses, cages, and other human-
centered spaces and returned to their natural habitats, critically highlighting
the impact of human intervention on ecosystems. Meanwhile, this approach
transforms the child reader from a passive observer into an active, responsible
participant. Similarly, in the book “Nerede Bu Fil?”, the elephant, parrot,

356



The Role of Children's Literature in Cultivating Awareness on Climate Justice

and snake are initially hidden in a lush, dense forest. As deforestation and
urbanization increase, the animals gradually become visible. This provides a
silent yet striking visual representation of habitat loss and ecological destruction.
The animals’ eventual confinement in a zoo raises questions about the impact
of the human-centered approach to development on the right to life of
other living beings from an environmental justice perspective. Through their
non-textual narrative structures, both works enable children to understand
environmental issues not only cognitively, but also on an emotional and
ethical level. Thus, they establish a foundation of critical, empathetic, and
action-oriented awareness of the human-nature relationship, as emphasized
by ecocriticism, from an early age.

Behi¢ Ak, a renowned author in our country for his children’s books,
stands out as one of the names that addresses topics such as climate change,
environmental/nature conservation, urbanization, concretization, the negative
effects of urbanization on human relationships, and sustainability in almost every
one of his books in a different way or proportion (Akdeniz, 2025). Evidently,
the author strives to instill sensitivity/awareness about nature in children of
different age groups through the visuals he uses in his texts, as well as through
the texts themselves by emphasizing issues of transformation and sustainability
in every field. The author primarily focuses on protecting the ecosystem in his
books. Among these books are: Yiiksek Tansiyonlu Cinar Agaci [The High-
Blood-Pressure Plane Tree], Gékdelene Giren Bulut [The Cloud Entering the
Skyscraper], Karadenizdeki Yunus [The Dolphin in the Black Sea], Kedi Adast
[Cat Island], Riizgarin Uzerindeki Sehir [The City Above the Wind], Giinesi Bile
Tamir Eden Adam [The Man Who Even Repairs the Sun], Kedilerin Kaybolma
Mevsimi [The Season When Cats Disappear], Vapurlart Seven Cocuk [The
Child Who Loves Boats], Galata'nin Tembel Martist [Galata’s Lazy Seagull],
Akvaryumdaki Tiyatro [The Theater in the Aquarium], Buzdolabindaki Képek
[The Dog in the Refrigerator], “Ayse’nin Bulut Projesi” [Ayse’s Cloud Project].
In light of this, children’s literature can be seen as a narrative medium that helps
children develop an early understanding of environmental justice, while sparking
ethical awareness, emotional connection, and critical thinking. The narrative-
based fiction and nonfiction children’s books examined aim to transform child
readers from passive recipients of information about nature to subjects who
recognize the interdependence of ecosystems, take responsibility, and can take
action. These works together connect environmental issues to everyday practices,
removing them from the realm of abstract, distant concerns. Concepts such as
empathy, care, and justice are examined from a non-anthropocentric perspective.
When these works are evaluated alongside the theoretical groundwork of the
ecocritical approach, which questions the relationship between humans and
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nature, it becomes clear that children’s literature can cultivate awareness of
environmental justice from an early age, instill the concept of sustainability,
and establish the foundation for long-term environmental responsibility. In this
way, children’s books provide a transformative narrative space both for today’s
children and the individuals who will build more just and sustainable societies
in the future.

Figure 4.

Conceptual Framework Linking Children’s Literature to Climate Justice through
Thematic Categories and Developmental Outcomes

Children’s Literature in the Context of Climate Justice

/l\*

Environmental Empathy Sustainability and Environmental Justice
and Connection with Nature Environmental Awareness (Ecocritical Perspective)
= Emotional bond with nature * Everyday practices = Climate crisis narratives
* Personification of ecosystems * Resource use * Critical relations
* Fragility of nature * Human-nature interaction * Inequality & responsibility
* Local-to-global perception * Responsibility = Nature as agent
Enviroanmental empathy Environmental awareness Critical thinking
Sensitivity Sustainable living Justice awareness
Relational awareness Responsibility Global responsibility

Consequently, Figure 4 reveals the relationship between the thematic
structure identified in this study and the functions that children’s literature
assumes within the context of climate justice, presenting a holistic model that
illustrates how children develop environmental empathy, gain sustainability
awareness, and critically engage with issues of environmental justice.

4. Conclusion

In this context, children’s literature may be considered a narrative domain
that contributes to the early comprehension of environmental justice by
simultaneously activating processes of ethical sensitivity, emotional attachment,
and critical thinking. The narrative-based fictional and non-fictional children’s
books examined in this study seek to transform child readers from passive
recipients of information in their relationship with nature into subjects who
recognize interdependence within ecosystems, assume responsibility, and are
able to take action. Through these works, environmental problems are removed
from the realm of abstract and distant concerns and are instead associated
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with the practices of everyday life; at the same time, the concepts of empathy,
care, and justice are rethought from a non-anthropocentric perspective. In
this process, it is recognized that narratives are fundamental tools that shape
individuals’ understanding of the world and how they act; they also play a
decisive role in making sense of abstract concepts such as justice and the
interpretation of social reality (Oziewicz, 2022). When considered together with
the theoretical ground provided by the ecocritical approach, which interrogates
the human—nature relationship, children’s literature can be seen to possess the
potential to structure environmental justice awareness from an early age, to
support the internalization of sustainability, and to lay the foundations for
long-term environmental responsibility. As noted by Op de Beeck (2018),
narratives constructed based on an eco-pedagogical perspective allow individuals
to critically evaluate environmental issues and reconsider their daily practices
in light of environmental justice. However, given that children will have to
cope with the consequences of current environmental problems in the future,
it is crucial that environmental narratives” structures reflect this responsibility.
Nevertheless, environmental texts intended for children often only reflect
these issues to a limited extent due to the tension between the complexity of
environmental issues and children’s cognitive and emotional developmental
levels. Therefore, concerns and hopes regarding ecological futures have become
an essential part of such narratives (Massey & Bradford, 2011).

In this respect, children’s books offer a transformative narrative space not
only for today’s children, but also for the individuals who will build more just
and sustainable societies in the future. Thus, adopting a more systematic and
holistic approach to children’s literature within the context of environmental
justice education has become a critical necessity for both theoretical and practical
research.
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