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Abstract

Amidst mounting environmental crises, achieving sustainability emerges as a
paramount imperative for both humanity and the planet. This article explores
the crucial role of environmental education in fostering sustainable practices on
Earth, with a specific focus on the transformative potential of ecopedagogy. It
argues that existing educational systems significantly hinder sustainability efforts
by perpetuating principles and values that endorse unsustainable lifestyles driven
by neoliberalist ideology. Drawing on contemporary research and theoretical
frameworks, the article investigates how ecopedagogy can cultivate ecological literacy
and instil a transformative ethos among learners. It advocates for a comprehensive
overhaul of environmental education by examining prevailing educational paradigms
that reinforce unsustainable behaviours. Through critical analysis and dialectical
inquiry, ecopedagogy offers a pathway to deeper comprehension of the intricate
connections between social conflicts and environmental degradation, paving the
way for innovative solutions. Ecopedagogy’s approach involves critically analysing
the nexus of social conflicts and environmental devastation, facilitating a nuanced
understanding from which sustainable solutions can emerge. Furthermore, the
article underscores the vital role of environmental education in various nations as
a contributor to sustainability. Overall, it elucidates how ecopedagogy can catalyse
transformative change toward a more sustainable future for all.

Keywords: ecopedagogy, environmental education, sustainability, sustainable
development goals

In the wake of escalating global dynamics propelled by capitalism, state interests, and
the imperatives of globalisation, the imperative for higher standards of living has placed
immense strain on the environment (Huang et al., 2019). Despite concerted global
efforts, exemplified by initiatives such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the
anticipated outcomes in mitigating environmental degradation remain elusive (Leal Filho
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et al., 2020). This juxtaposition underscores a critical dilemma: our pursuit of enhanced
living standards appears irreconcilable with the imperative of environmental stewardship.

This article endeavours to unpack this paradox by exploring the evolving landscape of
environmental education in the context of the burgeoning solidarity economy - a socio-
economic paradigm emphasising collective welfare and sustainable practices (Libel &
Kashwan, 2020). Central to this exploration is an inquiry into the potential of ‘ecopedagogy’,
a progressive educational approach that scrutinises the intricate nexus between social
conflicts and environmental degradation (Misiaszek, 2020).

Environmental education aims to cultivate citizens who understand the biophysical
environment and its issues, enabling them to address the consequences of their actions
(Gough & Gough, 2010). However, the solidarity economy's principles of inclusion and
social emancipation, as highlighted by Gadotti (2008a), sometimes justify environmental
harm as necessary for satisfaction and freedom. Consequently, current living standards
heavily reliant on resource extraction lead to alarming depletion of natural resources
(UNEP, 2023).

Sustainability, crucial for averting disaster, entails maintaining a balanced environment
harmonising resource exploitation, investment, technology, and institutional change
(Mohammadhadi & Somayeh, 2021). This concept aligns with sustainable development,
meeting present needs without compromising future generations (Sakalasooriya,
2021). Despite this, prevailing environmental education models often fail to actively
engage citizens (Febriasari & Supriatna, 2017), hindering global sustainability efforts.
Ecopedagogy emerges as a solution, critically analysing the nexus between social
conflicts and environmental devastation, fostering deeper understanding and potential
solutions (Misiaszek, 2020). This approach addresses the subtle, yet damaging impact of
environmental harm often overlooked in conventional education, bridging the gap between
sustainability and education.

To address this, an all-encompassing approach is necessary, as the current educational
system and environmental education models are not adequately solving the world’s
environmental problems. Changing the world and its systems is an incredibly challenging
task that demands sacrifice, attention, and prioritisation. Thus, to accomplish this bold
objective, one must appreciate, understand, and objectively perceive the world, which
necessitates a collective effort (Morrow & Torres, 2019).

Ecopedagogy can help address the current limitations of environmental education
models which has over the years failed to achieve the intended goal of sustainability
(Gobel, 2022). As a critical educational pedagogy, it champions the promotion of critical
thinking, educators as role models to learners, sustainable education needing action now,
reconnecting with nature and the empowerment of the learner. When ecopedagogy is
incorporated into existing environmental education models, its strengths complement the
limitations of these models.
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This article leverages contemporary research and theoretical frameworks to assess the
effectiveness of ecopedagogy in promoting ecological literacy and fostering transformative
attitudes among learners (Gobel, 2022; Morrow & Torres, 2019). It presents and critically
evaluates the conceptual argument, leading to a nuanced discussion of its implications for
policy, practice, and future research. By highlighting the synergies between Ecopedagogy
and sustainability imperatives, this article advocates for a comprehensive redefinition of
environmental education. This redefinition goes beyond traditional didactic approaches to
embrace experiential learning, critical inquiry, and transformative praxis.

In essence, this article contends that the integration of ecopedagogy into mainstream
educational frameworks represents a pivotal step towards nurturing ecologically literate
citizens capable of effecting positive change in their communities and beyond. As humanity
grapples with the existential challenges posed by environmental degradation, the imperative
for a paradigm shift in environmental education has never been more pressing. Through
collaborative action and a steadfast commitment to pedagogical innovation, we may yet
forge a more sustainable and equitable future for generations to come.

The article begins by exploring the historical evolution of environmental education,
noting humanity’s growing awareness of its unsustainable relationship with the
environment. It discusses the limitations of traditional environmental education models,
particularly in terms of global reach and political approach. Highlighting the need for
alternative approaches, the article introduces ecopedagogy, emphasising its core tenets
such as critical thinking and global citizenship. It examines how ecopedagogy can address
the shortcomings of traditional models and promote sustainability by empowering
individuals and communities. Furthermore, it discusses ecopedagogy's role in addressing
environmental violence and promoting social justice. It concludes by emphasising the
importance of integrating ecopedagogy into educational curricula to advance global
sustainability efforts, aligning with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
for 2030.

Emergence of environmental education, limitations and
alternative theoretical perspectives

Humans have polluted planet Earth in the past century more than all the periods before
industrialization combined (Chu & Karr, 2017). Tracing the history of environmental
education reveals how it has shaped the field and highlights the recent necessity to adopt
ecopedagogy. When the ‘Global North’, who are massive extractors and consumers of
natural resources, began to realise that their relationship with the environment was
becoming problematic and unsustainable, they presented this relationship as some kind of
educational assignment that needed urgent attention (Postma, 2006). Two main limitations
hampered the effectiveness of an effective environmental education model: global reach
and limited political approach.
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Global reach

This educational agenda consequently led to the field taking on an international perspective
as many scholars believed any environmental pedagogy needed to ensure that its audience
acquire the requisite knowledge and skills on all issues concerning on the environment. As
pointed out by Jorgensen and Jgrgensen (2021), the ultimate aim of any environmental
pedagogy is the creation of a population of citizens who are knowledgeable about the
biosphere and the difficulties it faces, aware of how to contribute to those solutions, and
eager to work toward those solutions.

Consequently, as the fields of environmental education and sustainability attracted
increasing attention from the global community, various international organisations began
to place environmental education on their topmost agenda. One notable international
organisation was the United Nations, spearheaded by its agency, United Nations Education,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). UNESCO asserted that resources must
be effectively exploited while ensuring its availability for future generations. From their
perspective:

As education for sustainable development (ESD) evolved through diverse viewpoints,

approaches, philosophies, and beliefs, UNESCO engaged with the field and emerged as a key
advocate. UNESCO emphasized that ESD must focus on the creative and effective use of
human potential and all forms of capital to ensure rapid and equitable economic growth with

minimal environmental impact (UNESCO, 1992, p. 3)

This view of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) by UNESCO was critiqued by
some scholars as having components of neo-colonial tendencies and as “nothing more (or
less) than a neo-colonial concept riding the waves of globalization” (Hesselink, et al., 2000,
p.15) seeking to exploit rich resources of former colonies predominantly ‘the Global South’
by exploiting cheap labour and their political powers through the window of free-market
economies. Savelyeva (2017) further asserted that, by the operational definition of ESD,
many developing nations in the perceived bid of improving their socio-economic standards,
eventually end up being exploited by giant transnational corporations (TNCs).

Limited political approach

With the growing threat of global warming, the strains of a voracious world economy,
excessive consumption rates, industrialisation, and climate change, critical environmental
problems have emerged that require immediate solutions (Walter, 2009). As discussions
about such environmental crises become public discourse, some politicians adopt a limited
approach to appear legitimate in the eyes of the public for political reasons (Hannigan,
2006).

In some developing countries, such as Ghana, despite previous calls to cease, when
legal/illegal mining began taking a toll on the environment (water, land, biological health),
the government implemented measures to curb the issue in a lackadaisical manner merely
to gain public legitimacy, while politicians were approving licenses for the same mining
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companies (Owusu-Nimo et al., 2018). Environmental education has been a heavily
contested field regarding what constitutes its pedagogy, on who and what to deliver, and
at what time. In doing this some scholars proposed that “One strategy for addressing
the multiplicity of theoretical and practical possibilities within environmental education
consists of developing a map of this particular pedagogical “landscape” (Sauve, 2005, p. 12).
This approach expands the concept of environmental education to many dimensions which
will be useful when integrated into education curricula. The core tenets of ecopedagogy
align perfectly with this landscape’.

Advantages of ecopedagogy

Critical thinking

Ecopedagogy critically helps us understand how and why environmental issues are both
the causes and consequences of social conflicts; it focuses on ending or diminishing such
social coercions (Misiaszek, 2020). Ecopedagogy has a repertoire of approaches it uses in
ending environmental degradation and social conflicts which will subsequently ensure
sustainability, embodying a critical and discussion approach (Kahn, 2009). This fosters
personal and societal change by disparagingly questioning what is being taught and why
(Misiaszek & Torres, 2019).

Dialectic approach

The democratic dispensation used in this dialectic approach to environmental teaching
offers potential alternatives to current hegemonic environmental initiatives that will
ultimately promote social cohesion (Gadotti & Torres, 2009). Globalisation in recent times,
accompanied by its ever-powerful agents such as transnational cooperations (TNCs), mass
media, politicians, and the so-called NGOs which are all oriented toward a neoliberalist
ideology championing the slogan of free markets systems, has led to new heights in levels
of environmental violence. It is not surprising in recent times that the people who have
received education and know the most about the effects of environmental degradation are
the ones that pollute the environment (Gadotti, 2008b).

This often leads to the exploitation of nature’s ecosystem beyond its physical limits of
growth or carrying capacity. In recent times, we can observe how influential technology
and fashion corporations mostly found in the ‘Global North’ have the ability to generate
addiction and foster consumer loyalty. However, these giant corporations often succeed in
concealing the extensive environmental degradation and social conflicts associated with
their pursuit of dominance and substantial profits. These conflicts include issues like low
wages and employee health concerns (Davies et al., 2019).

The Industrial Revolution in giving humans more control and power over nature, has
allowed us to shape the environment to our preferences rather than to be inhibited by it
(Hannigan, 2006). However, this control of nature comes with dire consequences as nature
prefers to be lived with not subdued against its laws:
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Classical man framed a civilized context for human perspective, he was aware that he could
defy fate-nature-environment, but only at his own risk, the contemporary man goes further;
he attempts to create the world in his image, to build a man-made environment, and then
discovers that he can do so only on the condition of constantly remaking himself to fit it. We
now must face the fact that man himself is at stake. (Illich, 1983, p.2)

When humans thought that their violence committed against nature was one-way, little
did they know that this violence would come back with disastrous consequences for them.

Global citizenship

To explore how ecopedagogy can ensure sustainability in the era of globalisation, with its
ever-increasing influence, we need to acknowledge that while globalisation has undergone
various transformations and has become irrevocable, its processes are adaptable (Bosio &
Torres, 2019; Gadotti & Torres, 2009). Since nearly all environmental education models
aim to have global impact and promote sustainable living, “what we need is a pedagogy
that educates citizens to be global citizens and responsible stewards of the planet, ensuring
sustainability, which is one of the central discourses of Ecopedagogy” (Misiaszek, 2017,
p. 14). Educating individuals to become global citizens will empower people from diverse
backgrounds to develop the essential skills necessary to actively engage with the world,
promote social justice, and live sustainably with the environment (Misiaszek, 2017).

The primary objective of ecopedagogy in teaching global citizens and sustainable
development is to delve into the fundamental aspects of education, assisting teachers
and students in comprehending environmental issues from their own perspectives, which
will then guide their environmental actions. This approach involves dialectical exchanges
between teachers and students (Misiaszek, 2020). The dialectical method, also known as a
dialectic approach, which entails discussions among individuals with differing viewpoints
on a subject, seeks to establish truth through reasoned arguments.

Re-education

To ensure sustainability, individuals must undergo a process of re-education concerning
education for sustainable development. This re-education should encompass two aspects:
education about sustainability and education for sustainability, considering the theoretical
perspective of ESD and exploring ways to make it more sustainable (Gadotti, 2008b).
In doing so, we must influence people's attitudes, perspectives, beliefs, and ideological
concepts to promote sustainable living with the environment. The aforementioned concepts
form the foundational principles for ecopedagogy to foster sustainability. As we delve into
more comprehensive and interconnected concepts, we need to consider how education,
globalisation, global citizenship, economies, politics, social factors, and other elements
influence sustainability.
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Globalisation, sustainability and ecopedagogy

It is often difficult to discount how globalisation has impacted all facets of every nation's
political, educational, economic, environmental, and social aspects. Many scholars
have analysed globalisation from several perspectives. For example, Saul (2005) views
globalisation as the emergence of an economic philosophy dominated by private interest in
their quest for personal and corporate profits which has led to the alienation of rights and
privileges of indigenes in a democratic nation.

Crossley and Watson (2003) also assert that agents of globalisation such as the TNCs
and global financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the
World Bank have managed to demarcate nations into various regional and global economies
which have greater influences on these nations' decisions and implementation processes
thereby rendering most nations incapable of taking their own decisions over their affairs.

The dynamics of globalisation continue to evolve, but it can be observed that
“globalization can also be seen as a process that allows powerful world bodies, such as the
World Bank, the World Trade Organisation, and UNESCO, to influence educational policy
agendas on a global scale with lightning speed” (Jickling & Wals, 2008, p.4). This influence
is evident when, for example, influential bodies like UNESCO reorient environmental
education to Education for Sustainable Development (Hesselink et al., 2000; Intsiful &
Beasy, 2023). The issue of sustainability and sustainable development has already gained
traction in most nations; it is seen as a viable alternative to environmental education and is
currently on many nations’ top agendas (Jickling & Wals, 2008).

Education is one of the ultimate tools in achieving sustainability, as noted in Chapter
36 of the Earth Summit Report (UNESCO, 1992), which viewed the role of education in
ensuring sustainability as critical:

Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the capacity
of the people to address environment and development issues, it is critical for achieving
environmental and ethical awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent
with sustainable development and for effective public participation in decision-making.
(United Nations, 1992, p. 2)

However, education cannot be an effective tool without a suitable curriculum and
pedagogy; “we thus need to reorient education starting with the principle of sustainability,
that is, to redress education in its totality, which implies a revision of curricula and
programs, educational systems, the role of the school and the teachers, and school
organization” (Gadotti & Torres, 2009, p. 1264). This also suggests that if sustainability and
sustainable development are to be achieved, ecopedagogy offers an appropriate pedagogical
framework. It is evident that:

Ecopedagogy and education for sustainability are very linked, as Gro Harlem Brundtland said
in the preface of the United Nations Report, Our Common Future, unless we can translate
our words into a language that can reach the minds and hearts of people young and old, we
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shall not be able to undertake the extensive social changes needed to correct the course of

development. This is one of the tasks of education for sustainability. (Gadotti, 2008a, p. 18)

Although there are various environmental education pedagogies and various ways that
seek to provide alternatives to ensuring sustainability like using electric vehicles, using
energy-saving appliances, using non-toxic and bio-degradable materials, and a host of
others, most sustainable development initiatives irrefutably find themselves folded into
the interests of global neoliberals in either their aggressive corporatist or profit-making
interests (Kahn, 2009).

As an effective measure, the environmental pedagogy needed in ensuring sustainability
involves critical reflection and engagement of citizens (teachers, students, and public)
with the current economic, social, and political system, environmental ideals, knowledge
in society, and the learner’s lived experience (Bell, 2004). This pedagogy must not only be
taught in the realm of theoretical basis; theoretical knowledge needs to be put into practice
to aid people in solving environmental and other hegemonic actions in different situations
(Misiaszek, 2020).

When issues of sustainability are discussed, “educating future generations in the ways
of fostering positive change in respect to the environment seems increasingly important”
(Kopnina, 2011, p.2). However in educating future generations and the public, what is
being taught (the curriculum), how it is been taught (the pedagogy) and what is intended to
be achieved is critical: “knowledge is not fixed, cut up in pieces and handed over, but rather
co-created by transacting with prior tacit knowledge, the curriculum, and other learners”
(Jickling & Wals, 2008, p. 7). This demonstrates a democratic and interactive approach
between teachers and learners when discussing environmental issues.

The core function of an environmental pedagogy must empower educators, students,
and the public to become critically aware of how they perceive the world to foster citizen
engagement with social and environmental issues and participation in decision-making
processes which is one of the ultimate goals of ecopedagogy.

Sustainability through ecopedagogy

Levels of environmental degradation continue to rise across the globe. Kolbert (2006)
observed that it may seem impossible to imagine that a technologically advanced society
could choose, in essence, to destroy itself, but that is what we are now in the process of doing.
Based on modernisation across the globe, we cannot expect zero environmental violence
because our new ways of living are reliant on extracting resources from the environment.

As Brown (2005) noted, 10% of the Earth’s population use well over 90% of its resources,
and the drive to consume is greater than the drive to sustain. Sustainability must begin
right from the individual in every nation through to the global level,

Environmental issues are increasingly global in scope, with the ever-increasing impact of
distant influences on local matters. Global Citizenship Education (GCE) and Ecopedagogy
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are seen as essential elements to understand and respect socio-environmental connections in
different contexts. (Misiaszek, 2015, p. 280)

This critical aspect of ecopedagogy from this article’s perspective will be essential
if humans are to live sustainably on planet Earth. The issue of sustainability has been a
global topical agenda for which most countries have set out various policies and strategies
to ensure sustainability and sustainable development. UNESCO is one of the global
proponents of sustainability:

Based on studies and research into education for sustainable development, efforts are
now being made to produce educational materials for the necessary training in such
pedagogy. To facilitate the emergence of an educational reform that would include
sustainability as a guiding principle and an educational policy that would support a
more qualified teaching and learning process. (Gadotti, 2008b, p. 22)

Critical questions arise from UNESCO’s decade of education for Sustainability and
Sustainable Development (2005-2015) which is still a global agenda in recent times. One
of these questions is “whether the curriculum and pedagogy being implemented with a
top-to-bottom approach agree with anti-globalization views or is rather synonymous with
neoliberalism”. Critical questions like this are what any environmental pedagogy must
deal with in its initial approach, hence “sustainability education, therefore, has the rather
grand task not only to turn unthinkable into mainstream views but also to jump the barrier
between beliefs/awareness and living practice” (Jucker, 2004, p. 20). This espouses the
difficult nature of ensuring sustainability in the ever-changing globalized world.

For sustainability to be achieved as Sterling (2001) noted, unless education becomes
sustainability education, there is little chance that we can manage the transition to
sustainability. This article’s authors agree that ecopedagogy can contribute to global efforts
for sustainability. The justification for this is that:

Ecopedagogy maintains a critical relationship to the ongoing UN-sponsored Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2015), ecopedagogy hopes to utilize education
for sustainable development to make strategic interventions on behalf of the oppressed, but
ecopedagogy also attempts to generate conscientisation upon the concept of sustainable

development proper and thereby uncloak it of the sort of ambiguity... (Kahn, 2008, p. 8)

This approach of environmental pedagogy is much needed in the ‘Global South’ where
excessive exploitation by globalisation agents such as TNCs are putting most countries on
the verge of an environmental breakdown. In ensuring sustainability, educators, students,
and citizens need to understand the impact of environmental violence and ways in which
they can critically offer solutions for ending this violence.

When issues of environmental violence and exploitation are discussed, political
entities in various nations cannot be left out. It is contingent on policy makers to make
changes to the existing environmental education curricula that seek to educate people on
environmental degradation but in reality, do not offer citizens the opportunity to express
their opinions on how they can live sustainably. As Kahn (2008, p. 9) rightfully stated,
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...as a form of critical theory of education, Ecopedagogy can work at a meta-level to offer
dialectical critiques of environmental education and education for sustainable development as
hegemonic forms of educational discourse that have been created by state agencies that seek
to appear to be developing pedagogy relevant to alleviating our mounting global ecological
crisis.

Over the years, various empirical research and observations from several countries have
proven that education is one of the powerful tools that can bring drastic changes to society
which can result in positive changes in people’s behaviour, actions and thought processes
(Chakraborty, 2018). This espouses the important role of political actors in various nations
in our quest to promote sustainability.

Repertoire of ecopedagogy

Asaform of critical theory of education, ecopedagogy emphasises that issues of social justice
and democracy are not distinct from acts of teaching and learning. This implies that citizens
must be made active participants and not mere informants in the whole education process
concerning sustainability. According to Jucker (2004), the following essential components
of ecopedagogy will strengthen the global efforts in the global quest for sustainability.

Critical thinking

This is an important meta-skill: “Students need to be able to think critically about the
nature of knowledge, and about how knowledge is produced and validated” (Jones &
Merritt, 1999, p. 350). The development of critical thinking skills is paramount in every
educational pedagogy. This provides students and citizens from different backgrounds with
the requisite knowledge and skills to adapt to any given situation efficiently. Educating
individuals to become global citizens empowers people from diverse backgrounds to develop
the essential skills necessary to actively engage with the world, promote social justice, and
live sustainably with the environment.

Educators as role models and learners

If educators want to make progress in making societies more just and sustainable,
no amount of information given to learners will ensure sustainability if the tutors do
not change themselves and their lifestyles to be role models for the students and their
communities alike (De Sousa Santos, 2018). This requires some re-education for educators
to change from the dominant teacher-centred approach of curriculum delivery to a learner-
centred approach so that students/learners can actively participate in the learning process.

Sustainable education needs action now

Knowledge gained through dialectic discourse needs to be put to action. As espoused
by Misiaszek (2022), ecopedagogy can be used as a stand-alone teaching method or as a
teaching aid in other environmental instructional techniques (e.g., environmental education
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(EE) and/or education for sustainable development (ESD)). Knowledge gained through the
dialectic discourse may support learners to thoroughly understand the consequences of
their actions and inactions that cause harm to the environment, and support decoding of
the hidden agenda of various environmental policies and activities. This will contribute to a
global effort towards sustainability.

Reconnecting with nature

If we want students and people to act sustainably, rather than turn them into highly informed
beings, “we need to confront the fact that young people and adults are increasingly being
isolated from direct contact with nature” (Plant & Devine, 1998, p. 17). Environmental and
sustainability education will need to reconnect them with nature and the real world and
develop their sense of belonging to a place and community (Misiaszek & Torres, 2019). This
requires some level of re-education for people to know that everyone has a responsibility
irrespective of their socio-economic background towards the environment to ensure its
sustainability.

Empowerment of the learner

To empower learners, the teacher should act as “a catalyst for the discussion and re-
evaluation of human values and practices, not simply to pass on extant “naturalized”
knowledge” (Plant & Devine, 1998, p. 7). This means that the “ownership of the knowledge”
should not be exclusive to the teacher. Indeed, students should be given the “opportunity
to participate in the construction and transformation of study materials in ways that are
meaningful in the particular socio-political contexts in which they live and work” (Plant,
1998, p. 110). As education is seen as one of the vital means of achieving sustainability
that will aid citizens to live sustainably on the planet, the curriculum and pedagogy used
in educating citizens need to allow for a democratic and engaging approach (Dialectic
Approach) to equip citizens live sustainably (Misiaszek, 2022).

Conclusion

Environmental education and education for sustainability have been on the agenda of
various scholars and international organisations for several decades. The careful analysis of
the various thematic areas discussed in this article has provided a broader understanding of
how the issues of environmental education and education for sustainability have emerged
and their current state. Based on the in-depth analysis presented thus far, it is evident that
much remains to be done by nations worldwide in our global pursuit of sustainability.

While efforts made over theyearshavelaid a solid foundation for our future sustainability,
incorporating ecopedagogy into the existing curricula of environmental education and
education for sustainability by different nations can significantly contribute to the success
of global efforts towards achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) by 2030.
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