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INTRODUCTION Home energy monitors – devices which provide
real-time feedback on electricity use – have occasionally been
used in primary school energy education. Using them in this way:

RESEARCHER REFLECTIONS: WHY THIS RESEARCH? Where

children are mentioned in the literature on energy use, it
tends to be as users of energy or as recipients of education
(usually from parents). For example:

• affords children the opportunity to experiment with and reflect
on energy use in their own home

“Parents often explained that their children have
various different electrical appliances and were among
the worst culprits for leaving appliances and household
lights switched on … It was encouraging to hear that
many families thought the traffic light display could be a
useful educational tool for their children.” (FDS
International 2010, in a report for DECC)

• may promote intergenerational education and influence as
using the monitor requires parental involvement.
Such programmes may, however, be controversial in some
respects. For example, they potentially provide the child with
greater agency with regard to home energy use decisions (which
in turn extends to home finances through energy bills),
traditionally the domain of the parent or guardian – a potential
source of conflict.
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I was keen to investigate the possibility that children could
have an active role in reducing home energy use and
helping educate their families about the energy
consumption of difference appliances. The home energy
monitors seemed like a good tool for this as they are
potentially engaging for children and adults alike.

With the aim of throwing light on this and other possible issues,
this research asks the question: “What do children,
parents/guardians and teachers think about the use of home
energy monitors in primary school energy education?” It is
intended that the results should inform future research into the
role of feedback and family in home energy use, as well as the
design of energy education programmes.

RESEARCHER REFLECTIONS: CHOICE OF METHOD From the

beginning I wanted my work to be driven by the voices of
children, parents/guardians and teachers. I initially
planned to conduct interviews with children and their
parents/guardians together in the home. However,
previous literature (e.g. Bartiaux 2009) suggested
problems with this approach including the potential for
suppression of children’s voices. I therefore opted for
focus groups consisting of either children,
parents/guardians or teachers to give these groups the
chance to air their opinions amongst their peers in a more
balanced setting. Focus groups offer the possibility of
combining rich detail with efficient collection of a wide
range of views.

METHOD The research is being conducted as follows:
• Using focus groups with children (age 9-11), parents/guardians
and teachers at two primary schools in north London (with an
additional group conducted with fellow students at UCL Energy
Institute).
• The participating schools were chosen as their catchments
represent a range of housing types and income levels (both
important factors in home energy use), and the schools have
different strategies with regard to environmental education.

RESEARCHER REFLECTIONS: DOING THE WORK The first

• Focus group schedules were devised to solicit participants’
thoughts on the subject in relation to theories of learning
(experiential, social and intergeneration) and consumer
acceptance of technology.
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group I held in the school was with six year five children.
It took place outside, in a well-appointed wooden shelter
in the school’s impressive garden. The setting was
therefore pretty informal and although this meant I had
some work on my hands to keep everyone sitting down
and attentive, I also felt the children were happier to
open up and talk than perhaps they would have been in
an empty classroom during a playtime.

• All groups are being recorded for audio and NVivo software
employed to help identify themes.

INITIAL RESULTS Data collection and analysis are still on-going, but it is possible to put forward
some initial observations relating to agency in the context of this research.

“Wow, that’s incredible”
The children, parents/guardians and teachers all responded enthusiastically to seeing the energy monitor in use.

“I’d take it to the TV room” “I’d take it to my youth club”
The children said they would be eager to try it out on appliances in their home and elsewhere.

“One boy’s mum had said … she hated gardening … Now she has a love for it.”
Teachers had positive stories of children getting their parents engaged in environmental issues
before, and thought this could have a similar effect.

“I don’t think you should put that upon a child”
Parents would be happy to help the child use the monitor but some didn’t really think it was
children’s role to think about energy, especially in relation to bills.

Home energy
monitor

“I’d love to make the environment better … but we’re
stressed out with other things in life”
It isn’t always possible for busy parents to prioritize energy saving.
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