
 

Bottle with a message: Story writing connects
children to the environment
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Choice of objects by the participants. N = 81 stories, each with one object
choice. Credit: Marine Pollution Bulletin (2022). DOI:
10.1016/j.marpolbul.2022.114457

Researchers used story-writing to explore schoolchildren's perceptions of
marine plastic litter and the effects on their behaviors to the problem.
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The team, including the Universities of York, Plymouth, and
Universidad Católica del Norte, Coquimbo (Chile), looked at school
children's perceptions of marine plastic litter in Latin American
countries along the Pacific and examined the impact of the story-writing
activity on the children's perceptions and their behaviors.

The researchers encouraged the children to use their imaginations about
common litter items found on the beach and in the marine environment,
which included toys, a plastic bag, toothbrush, bottle, and straw and how
they came to be in the ocean.

By imagining the journey these items had taken, they were able to think
about ways of preventing the litter from entering the environment on the
East Pacific Coast.

The activity showed that through story writing, children mostly focused
on preventing the problem from worsening, rather than cleaning up
existing litter, with the most popular solution being adequate disposal of
litter and recycling. Other solutions included reducing plastic use,
reusing items, education and convincing the community of the
importance of the issue.

During the COVID-19 lockdowns, schoolchildren from the East Pacific
coast participated in this activity, creating a story, and answering a pre-
post survey. The participating children were part of the school citizen
science program "Científicos de la Basura" (Litter Scientists), in which
schoolteachers together with their classes investigate the problem of
marine litter along the coasts of Latin America.

The study was designed and timed to give schoolchildren in this region
an activity to engage with while the schools were closed, and they were
experiencing isolation.
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In total, 89 children aged between 10 and 18 years old took part in the
study from countries along the Pacific coast, including Chile, Colombia,
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama and Peru.

Lead author of the study, Estelle Praet from the Department of
Archaeology at the University of York, said, "Stories offer a new and
different way to explore what people believe and how they perceive and
make sense of their environment, including in this study, marine plastic
litter. The results were truly inspiring and showed the children's
awareness of plastic's impact on marine life and the environment."

The children were given a choice of items and asked to create a fictional
story, to reflect on the plastic pollution problem. More than half of the
children's stories showed awareness of the harmful nature of plastics
when interacting with marine life, including when animals ingest plastic,
get entangled or become intoxicated by the components of the plastic.

Many of the stories described several consequences, including injuries,
death, impact on the environment and the widespread effects on beach
esthetics. Co-author Diamela de Veer from the Científicos de la Basura
program at Universidad Católica del Norte in Chile highlighted the
similarities with another recent study (published in the Journal of
Environmental Psychology): "In a previous activity, the schoolchildren
had visited the beaches and made drawings of their beaches before and
after the visit—many of these drawings also contained litter items,
including some of them showed interactions between litter and marine
life, underscoring that they notice the environmental problem caused by 
litter."

Professor John Schofield, from the Department of Archaeology, said,
"By viewing these plastic items as artifacts, each with its own story, we
can bring this back to the human behaviors that related to the objects'
use and their disposal. This project has helped show how we can get that
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message across to children and hopefully then make a difference."

By developing stories around the items and recognizing that human
behaviors are at the root of plastic pollution, this exercise was also found
to have an impact on the children themselves.

Dr. Kayleigh Wyles, an environmental psychologist from the University
of Plymouth who contributed to the paper, said, "A key element of our
project was to examine the children's responses to questionnaires they
completed before and after writing these stories. We found that their
knowledge on the topic increased and they became more proactive, as
they reported doing more pro-environmental acts afterwards."

The stories themselves also highlighted the importance of individual
action, with 77% of the stories including possible solutions that people
can do to help address this global issue.

The research is published in the journal Marine Pollution Bulletin.
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