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1. Introduction

Since protecting the environment is one of the most important global
tasks, environmental education should become an important part of ge-
neral education. Up to now environmental education has dealt more
with the end results of pollution, the so called “end-of-the-pipeline” ap-
proach. Today the challenges of education are defined by the idea of su-
stainable development. Environmental education has to use a holistic
approach to nature, has to recognize the complexity of the matter it is
concerned with. The paradigm of growth and development needs to be
replaced by the idea of sustainability — development without threatening
the rights of future generations to satisfy their needs; the continuity of
life and life-supporting ecosystems [Bosselmann, 2001, 168]. Environ-
mental education should be able to show a link between individual live
styles and the state of the environment, which an individual inhabits.
Recently a new term has entered into educational discourse — sustain-
able development education, which adds several ideas to the basic
concepts of environmental education. Such education should be more
strongly oriented toward meta-awareness building, recognition of the
needs and rights of future generations and informed citizenship. In the
first section of this paper the current concepts of environmental educa-
tion and sustainable development education are described. There are
certain ideas on how to structure educational efforts, in order to bring
about environmental education of good quality. In the second section the
aim is to describing some of these ideas as proposed by various authors.
In the third section an interesting example of educational efforts made
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at a local level is presented - the activities of the Association of Munici-
palities “Dolina Redy i Chylonki” based in Gdynia, Poland. This associa-
tion was formed in order to facilitate the introduction of a program of se-
lective garbage collection, but now it offers programs that are structured
according the holistic approach to education advocated in the first sec-
tion of this paper.

This paper does not aim to measure the effectiveness of the programs
presented. Such measurement would involve prediction of the outcomes
and probably comparison to outcomes of other programs of this type, or
comparison to a control population that is not influenced by any pro-
grams. However, the author wants to present the activities of the asso-
ciation rather than to measure their effectiveness or impact.

2. Environmental education and its philosophy

Education plays an important function in passing on values, beliefs
and norms to succeeding generations within every society [Goode, 1988,
398]. Although socialization as such takes place on many different levels
and by many different means, transmitting values is evident in formal
education. Schooling is also about passing on indispensable knowledge,
which enables proper functioning in the surrounding world. But know-
ledge cannot stand alone, so more broadly the goals of education are de-
fined in terms of passing on knowledge, skills and attitudes.

Environmental education is an important part of educational efforts in
today’s world. Protecting the environment has become an issue on the po-
litical agendas of developed countries (at least) and changes in general
education reflect this shift as well. The basic assumption which under-
lines any efforts in environmental education is the assumption that pro-
tecting the environment is crucial. A lot of people assume that protecting
nature is important, but still the debate on this issue is on-going and has
not concluded yet (for instance George W. Bush’s refusal to sign the Kyoto
protocol was a very strong voice against the importance of environmental
protection). Increased consumption and production, leading to an increa-
sing amount of waste, create threats to our natural habitat. In this light
environmental education explains how to — by protecting our environment
and nature — protect ourselves, as well as future generations.

However, there is discussion regarding the actual shape and content
of environmental education. Some authors [Gonzalez-Gaudiano, 2001;
Luke, 2001; Stables 2001] claim that there are conflicting assumptions
present in environmental education, and what is more, that a certain
paradox is inherent to it. Environmental education, while talking about
a complex entity (the world of nature), uses a fragmented perception, so
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the holistic phenomenon of nature or the world is divided into areas or
disciplines such as air pollution, earth contamination etc. The very con-
cept of nature itself is shaped by education: environmental education is
based on the concept of nature, and offers an explanation of mechanisms
driving nature (if we agree to use this mechanistic parallel). Schools and
teachers shape the way nature is perceived:

As the primary institutions for credentialing individual learners and legitimating col-
lective teaching, schools and universities do much to construct our understanding of
the natural world [Luke, 2001, 188].

This fragmentation of the concept of nature might be illustrated by
the following metaphor involving two zones. In his critical paper Timo-
thy Luke [2001] discusses the typical view of the world present in envi-
ronmental education today. He claims that from this viewpoint the eco-
logist discourse concentrates “at the end of the pipe”, when pollution and
contamination have already occurred. This view is based on the belief
that there are two separate zones — society and nature, the brown zone
(industrialized and thus polluted) and the green one (wild and un-
touched). These zones are perceived as isolated, distant, so it is hard or
impossible to see the links between them. Society and its operations, he
claims, are ignored in environmental investigations, as they do not
represent nature. Ecologists who hold this view place nature outside so-
ciety and economy. As a result they do not investigate the following vital
factor: the way, in which society is organized, affects the Green zone,

...how industrial metabolisms are fabricated and where ecological efficiencies might be
realized before end of the pipe disaster occurs {Luke, 2001, 187].

The paradigm that feeds such a view is a paradigm of growth and de-
velopment. This view is also a result of the idea of progress, understood
as gaining control over nature. Environment and its protection are seen
as a subject of managerial action, are a subject of management by pro-
fessional experts (who acquire the knowledge of managing the resources,
risk and recreation during their education). Luke pictures this by na-
ming such an approach “resource managerialism” [ibid., 191}. In ge-
neral, he claims that this dualistic view of nature and society as green
and brown zones is

...a major intellectual distortion in most environmental education. What surrounds all
the organisms now is the environment, economy, society and community of humanity
[ibid., 193].

In this way he advocates a change of the approach toward a more ho-
listic view where this division is artificial. Human societies, economies

ﬂ
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and communities have to be seen as environments, not in opposition to
them. In his words nature and society should be perceived as a “holistic
cluster of interdependent relations”. This is a basis making educational
efforts efficient, as it enables us to get to the core of environmental prob-
lems. The problem is not how to manage pollution, or waste, or risk, but
how to prevent them, how to track them in society’s functioning. Finally,
how to design a sustainable way of social life. The philosophy that lies
behind this view has its sources in chaos theory, which claims that the
world has non-linear dynamics — is not composed of a cause-effect chain
[Gonzalez-Gaudiano, 2001, 163].

Recently a new term appeared in educational discourse — sustainable
development education. While environmental education is defined as ef-
fort to teach about the relation between human beings and their envi-
ronments [Bosselmann, 2001, 167], sustainable development education
offers more broadly defined goals, it does not contradict environmental
education. However, it simply adds several ideas to the basic concept of
environmental education. Stephen Gough and William Scott cite the do-
cument of the British Sustainable Development Education Panel, which
claims that:

Education for sustainable development is a process that would enhance learners’
knowledge, values and skills in order that they might participate more effectively in
social decision making [Gough, Scott, 2001, 138].

For instance, curriculum guidance for British teachers implies seven
key concepts central to SDE: interdependence; citizenship; needs and
rights of future generations; diversity; quality of life, equity and justice;
sustainable change; uncertainty and precaution [Stables, 2001, 251].
This specific set of concepts shows clearly that the new approach to edu-
cation is actually based on attitude formation and on an holistic ap-
proach to society/the environment. These ideas are not limited to techni-
cal issues of environmental engineering, but go beyond. They describe
various dimensions of society understood as the environment and being
within the environment (as Luke suggests). Education is not limited to
the formation of good behavioural habits — like recycling, selecting gar-
bage etc, but tries to formulate a general overall picture of the world and
the role of humans in it. One no longer deals with teaching ecology as
such, but it becomes a project of forming a global perspective an
worldview. These ideas, on the one hand, refer also to the global dimen-
sion by underlying equity and justice as values and, on the other hand,
to the time dimension by stressing the needs of future generations.
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3. Environmental education — areas for change

The philosophy presented above needs to be applied in practice in
schools and at universities. As Andrew Stables argues:

Education could be more strongly oriented to developing increased meta-awareness of
dominant cultural practices within our own societies and the cultural practices of
others [Stables, 2001, 254].

Developing awareness actually means that the teachers’ goal is to
make their students critical toward their own worldview, habits and
common knowledge. The crucial change is the change in outlook from
a fragmented to a holistic approach. At the level of behaviour it means
that the observation of everyday practices should first lead to conclu-
sions and then lead to a change in habits. Environmental education
stops being defined in terms of the technical knowledge students are
supposed to gain. It starts to be a kind of value that is present across the
curriculum, regardless of the actual topic taught — it can be part of a bi-
ology class, as well as a language class. This level of awareness also de-
mands a reflective attitude (hence observations and conclusions) and
calls for activism (steps to change). At the level of educational practice
certain old habits prevent such a shift. Klaus Bosselmann identified ar-
eas in which actual change in learning and teaching could occur in order
to facilitate environmental education. He proposes moving toward holis-
tic experience in teaching and learning. According to him, the way such
holism can be pursued are as follows [Bosselmann, 2001, 176]:
Learning and teaching as a holistic experience.

Discovery learning rather than reproductive learning.
Investigative learning rather than linear transport of material.
Exploring reality rather than reading books.

Active learning rather than passive reception of information.

— Productive action rather than reproduction of facts.

— Gaining experience rather than acquiring knowledge.

Again a scheme of reflection and action is visible — do rather than lis-
ten, explore yourself instead of believing others who tell you what the
world looks like. This type of approach also calls for a radical change in
the traditional approach — a shift from teacher-centred methods toward
student-centred learning.

Actual practices need to be analysed in order to gain a picture of envi-
ronmental education efforts. In the studies carried out by six OECD mem-
ber countries environmental education was found to be marginal and iso-
lated topic within the school system (despite international agreements)
[Gonzalez-Gaudiano, 2001, 161]. It is doubtful that such education would
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be found to be more developed in Central European countries. The Polish
government decided to lay the foundation of environmental education in
the 2001 Bill on Environmental Protection, which states very generally
that issues of environmental protection and sustainable development
need to be covered in all the general education curricula in all types of
schools. It also states that the media are supposed to form a positive atti-
tude of society toward environmental protection [Bill on Environmental
Protection, article 77-78].

Based on this bill the Ministry of Education introduced curriculum
foundations, which contain environmental education among other topics
[www.men.waw.pl]. At the level of these ministry documents the goals of
environmental education are defined broadly and seem to present the
holistic approach advocated in the previous section. In the earliest
stages of education the ideas presented in the curriculum make connec-
tions between everyday life, people’s behaviour and other elements of
the environment on the one hand, with the state of environment on the
other. At later stages the more technically defined goals are added: en-
ergy management, ecological legislation. This would indicate the pre-
sence of the paradigm criticized by Luke — a managerialist approach to
the environment. Unfortunately, achieving such broadly defined goals
meets many obstacles in practice. Teachers lack the proper preparation
and knowledge to teach environmental issues.

Here we come to the issue of university education and the ability of
universities to prepare teachers to face the tasks of introducing a new
holistic approach. Klaus Bosselmann uses the term “ill-equipped” to de-
scribe the preparedness of universities to deal with educating future
teachers [Bosselmann, 2001, 170]. He claims that universities are di-
vided (by habit) into faculties and departments are incapable of interdis-
ciplinary cooperation — cooperation that is indispensable in grasping the
complexity of sustainability. Sustainability is an area that underpins
and affects all disciplines, and it does not follow traditional boundaries
between disciplines. So universities need to restructure the way they
teach to reflect this interdisciplinarity. Bosselmann proposes several
ways to overcome this weakness. One is to complement traditional de-
gree structures with a project oriented focus of study — in order to intro-
duce a multidisciplinary approach into the traditional path of gaining
degrees. Another idea is to introduce and promote cross-faculty research
projects, i.e. interdisciplinarity of research. This all needs to be accompa-
nied by changes within administrative structures — ideally universities
would need open, transparent administration which supports such
changes. Also, universities as large institutions should run their opera-



http://www.men.waw.pl

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AT THE LOCAL LEVEL... 123

tions according to the rules of sustainability, so that practice and tea-
ching content and processes do not differ [ibid., 172-175].

4. Education and sustainable waste management

Agenda 21 strongly underlines that active implementation and promo-
tion of sustainable development requires multiple level institutions, so-
cial groups and governments. However, as previously mentioned, Klaus
Bosselmann notes, that activity is actually present mainly at the local
level [Bosselmann, 2001, 170]. While one may complain about a lack of
any other radical or significant activities, the local level seems the most
vital in terms of educational efforts. It is reflected in a popular slogan
“Think globally, act locally”.

One of the dimensions of environmental education is the issue of the
popularisation of sustainable waste management. Due to the high level
of consumerism in European societies the amount of waste produced is
becoming a burning problem. Environmental education needs to address
this issue, as any other, as a holistic problem. Waste management starts
from the fact that people want their needs to be satisfied, so they buy
various objects, use them and dispose them. This question becomes even
more important in wealthy societies, where people can afford to buy sig-
nificant amounts of sophisticated products made of artificial materials.
The task of education about sustainable waste management touches
many fields from philosophical to practical ones; from the formation or
introduction of a holistic approach at the beginning, pupils’ awareness of
their surrounding environment, to the issue of what objects are dange-
rous to the environment; what are the amounts produced; what is the
impact of waste on the local and global environment; how to dispose
waste; whether recycling is possible; how to segregate waste for the pur-
pose of recycling. So looking at this type of education one can see that
this is a complicated task that calls for a holistic approach. Sustainable
waste management is based on everyday activities and habits, and re-
flection and action are needed to implement such management.

An interesting example of how environmental education may address
the issue of sustainable waste management is provided by the Associa-
tion of Municipalities “Dolina Redy i Chylonki” based in Gdynia, Poland
(all information about the association was obtained in interviews with
employees of the association and from its web site, see also Adamczyk,
this volume). The association was formed in 1992. The need for educa-
tional activities emerged when the introduction of selective waste collec-
tion was being planned for the first time. All educational activities were
structured in a way to propagate selective waste collection and also to
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prepare citizens of municipalities for actual segregation. There was
a need to inform people which waste can be treated as paper, plastic or
glass products, and to introduce the habit of segregating garbage in
households. In 1997 the program of selective waste collection was
started in the whole area of 6 municipalities and accompanied by certain
educational activities aimed mainly at school children. The sources of
funds for educational activities were diverse — the basic funds came from
obligatory fees that thr six municipalities agreed to pay. The association
also performs a profit making activity, as it runs the landfill in Lezyce,
and everyone that use the landfill are obliged to pay. Another source of
money are grants given to the association by the Environmental Pro-
tection Fund with branches existing at regional, municipal and commu-
nity level.

The basic educational activities are based on leaflet distribution. All
citizens are informed about segregation, they are informed how to do it
and why it is beneficial. Another set of educational activities are pro-
grams aimed at schools within the borders of the municipalities — both
at teachers and pupils.

General ecological programs are: “Green kids”; “Earth Day”; “Bleu
Thumb”; “Ecological Parliament” and Excursions for teachers. “School-
-monitoring of the environment” concerns programs on waste manage-
ment with as the main topic “Kids segregate garbage”: “What shall we
do with this pile of garbage?”; “Small kids don’t want garbage”; “Clean
up the world”; “The Earth is not disposable” and seminars for teachers
on waste management and water pollution in the communities’ area.

As one can see from the list above, the programs are of two types —
one type deals with garbage and the other type deals with general to-
pics. All programs have their target audience, but they are adaptable to
the needs and abilities of the participants. The common denominator of
both sets of programs is attitude formation as the basis of teaching.
However, the general programs are aimed more at awareness building
as the main task and they are structured to give foundations of ecologi-
cal knowledge and practice, so it is clear that they present a holistic
view of the world. The methods used are supposed to reflect this holism.
The programs involve more “doing” than “listening”, the teaching me-
thods are active, student-centred, almost all programs are based on ex-
tensive experience, learning comes from research, discussion, experienc-
ing, even singing songs and drawing. One could wonder about the
impact the association’s programs have on their audience. The associa-
tion’s employees report that the broad extent of their operations shows
the strength of this impact. However, the author does not aim to mea-
sure the effectiveness of the programs presented above. Such measure-
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ment would involve specification of outcomes, criteria to measure the
outcomes, devising control groups or populations etc. The presentation
of the programs and their scope as a supplement to school education is
the goal of the author.

Let us have a closer look at the programs’ content. The “Green Kids”
program was first realized by the Polish Ecological Club, then the asso-
ciation took it over. Groups of volunteers (from kindergarten to college)
choose their own activities such as monitoring the local environment, ex-
hibitions, newspapers, excursions etc. They are provided with workshops
where they learn how to implement Agenda 21 or how to cooperate with
local governments. The association is also responsible for the coordination
of activities prepared for International Earth Day in the area of the mu-
nicipalities — this is aimed at building general awareness and knowledge
about how to live without destroying the Earth. “Blue Thumb” is a pro-
gram, which is concerned with water resources and their protection and
pollution. Participants (primary school children) learn how to save water,
how to monitor threats, there are contests and exhibitions, and older par-
ticipants are encouraged to write short articles to the local press. Teenag-
ers — both those finishing primary school and college students — have an
annual event called “Ecological Parliament”. It is composed of a series of
group discussions on environmental protection, on the most significant
threats, the program aims at the promotion of local communities by par-
ticipants. Finally, there is a plenary meeting of all participants in the re-
gional government office attended by local authorities. The event is sup-
posed to give certain knowledge, but also to teach the skills of democratic
discussion. Also, teachers can obtain general knowledge about the region
they live in by means of excursions to a water plant and a landfill. Excur-
sions are meant to present issues of water protection and waste manage-
ment in their complexity, in the places where the actual efforts are under-
taken. The last program — “School-monitoring of the environment” is
a year long contest for primary schools and colleges. Schools are partici-
pants of the program that is based on monitoring the local environment
according to a certain scheme, provided by the association. One of the
aims of the contest is to report on illegal landfills. The school that con-
ducts the most research wins the contest.

The second set of programs are those aimed exclusively at waste ma-
nagement. They also address a very wide audience — from kindergartens
through college students to teachers. They are all designed to give partici-
pants knowledge on how to produce less garbage and how to segregate
garbage in households. The first three programs are aimed at younger
children —~ they teach children general responsibility for the state of envi-
ronment, how our behaviour influences the environment in general and
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waste production in particular. They teach how to segregate garbage as
a basic skill and how recycling proceeds. Children are also given an oppor-
tunity to see the landfill. The youngest children learn songs and have
drawing contests. “Clean up the world” is the second international event
that is coordinated locally by the association. Children and teachers, who
are interested in cleaning local areas, get bags and leaflets from the asso-
ciation. This action is very popular among both students and teachers in
the municipalities. Another activity called “The Earth is not disposable” is
a common effort of the association and the utilization plant. This action is
aimed at building the awareness of threats to the environment connected
with massive waste production (by means of leaflets, posters) and promo-
tion of the use of ecological containers. The last program is aimed at col-
lege students and teachers. It takes the form of regular seminars that
provide knowledge on strategies of waste management (general ones and
ones used by the association), knowledge on types of waste, treatment of
hazardous waste or selective garbage collection.

The association’s activities are exceptional in their scale, as one em-
ployee said, the association is one of the rare groups that work so exten-
sively. Employees estimate that around 200 educational institutions are
in contact or involved in the programs offered by the association, around
300 teachers have taken part in the events, seminars and courses. This
number gives an idea of the strength of the impact that the association’s
activities have. The demand for such educational programs is very sig-
nificant and children are very happy to be involved in different events.
This is also a way to reach parents with information, since children try
to “sell” parents the ideas they have learned.

The general programs are offered as a supplement to the programs
and curricula taught in schools. In some cases the association’s pro-
grams may be treated as an alternative, aimed at the formation of atti-
tudes and the holistic approach mentioned. As I wrote in the second sec-
tion — formal environmental education for schools is not designed
sufficiently well, or even fails to form a holistic outlook. Teachers them-
selves often present “resource managerialism” and are neither prepared
to discuss attitudes, nor are prepared to enter into a debate on a philo-
sophical perception of nature. At higher levels of education, curricula de-
bate specific issues in environmental protection, but without presenting
a vision of nature and the role of humanity in altering the environment.
That is why the general programs of the association fill the gap — if nec-
essary they supplement, if necessary they offer alternative ways of loo-
king at environmental problems. The topics that the association covers —
waste management — in many cases is an important supplement, as the
issue is not always covered in syllabi.
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5. Conclusion

This paper was concerned with the way environmental education
should be structured in order to facilitate a change toward sustainable
development. Starting with a presentation of the concepts of environ-
mental education and sustainable development education in the first
section, through a discussion on possible changes to improve environ-
mental education in the second section, the paper goes on to describe ac-
tivities at the local level and presents the case of the Association of Mu-
nicipalities “Dolina Redy i Chylonki” based in Gdynia, Poland. The case
presented is an example of efforts undertaken to introduce a holistic ap-
proach into pupils’ worldview, but is also an example of the formation of
behavioural habits indispensable in environmental protection. Since
education has a significant, if not prevailing influence on the formation
of societies, it is worth putting effort into structuring education to be as
effective as possible. Although environmental education is still a chal-
lenge in many countries, the most important challenge is building peo-
ple’s awareness that protecting the environment is crucial. Societies are
part of nature, are linked to nature, so sustainability is a must. Since
change is build from small steps, educational programs about sustai-
nable waste management is part of a broader effort of environmental
educational.
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