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Abstract ---------------------------------, 
Over the past thirty years, it has ofren been sla led Ihal primary school 
education should endea >'Our fO improl·'e and protoct Ihe en vironmenl 
through produdng an 'environmentally informed, committed and 
active c Wzenry '. To tliis en d, en v imnmental education has been 
incorporated into the existing discipline 'Studies of Society and 
Emironment', However, research shO\.~ Ihat the implemenlation of 
en vironmental education in primary schools is problema He and has 
had limited success. I1jf~ reasons for these shortcomings aff' far from 
dear, \i,Uh pres.en ~ research merely spe.cula Hng about baniers to 
effecti ve implemenla I ion. 

This chapter presenls a detailed discussion and analpis of the existing 
literature concerning environmental educa tion in the primary school 
years, In so doing, lI,e chapler identifies a perceived gap within tbe 
field of environmenrai educalion research and literature. This field 
has neglected sludies ofAuslralian primary school teachers' knowledge 
and beliefs about em'iron mental edu cation as a faclOr affecting tbe 
capacity of schooling 10 achieve emironmental education goals, We 
conclude that Ihis omission is • Significant f.clOr limiting 
environmemal education lheor .... v and practice. 

Introduction 
Since the 1960s there has been a growing understanding 

that the continued economic, environmental. social and 
technological developments instigated by human beings have 
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changed the biosphere. There are substantial concerns among 
some scientific experts that the limits of the earth's capacity 
to provide for human existence are within sight (see 
llilerchant, 1992; Starke, 1998: Suzuki, 1993, Suzuki & Dressel 
1999; World Commission On the Environment Development 
1987). These concerns have led many researchers, including 
the above-mentioned pundits, to re-examine prevailing 
cuI tu ral norms abou I the nature of the earth as an i nflni te 
resource for human exploitation, and to promote moves to 
more sustainable patterns of development. 

To these ends, environmental education has been 
identified at the international policy level, by the 'United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation' 
(UNESCO) and the 'United Nations Environment 
Programme' (UNEP), as an important change agent for 
sustainable development. The focus upon environmental 
education has resulted in efforts being made over the past 
three decades, once again initiated by UNESCO and UNEP, 
to incorporate environmental education into national and 
stale education policy and curriculum documents. In the case 
of Aus tralia, efforts have been made to incorporate 
environmental education into state curriculums and policy 
documents, although education departments have been slow 
10 take-up environmental education and, consequently, 
implement it into schools systems. Quite critical for this 
chapter, in Queensland, environmental ed ucation is 
predominantly incorporated into the recently developed 
'SOSE' syllabus (Queensland School Curriculum Council, 
2000a) and associated policy documents. 

At the policy and theoretical level, three approaches to 
environmental education have been developed and 
consequently dominated the field, namely, education about 
the environment, ed ucati on in the environment and 
education [or the environment. In the past two decades 
education [or Ihe environment has been identified as the 
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preferred approach for environmental education. However. 
in recent times. the requirements of this approach have been 
the focus of much debate. with many critics suggesting that 
the field of environmental education is characterised by 
vagueness, complexity and contradictions. This is coupled 
by limited evidence of the practical implementation of 
'education for the environment', or other fo rms of 
environmental education in schools systems. Thus. little is 
known regarding the effectiveness of either the dominant Of 

subsidiary environmental education approaches in the 
teaching and learning of environmental education. This is 
particularly so in the case of primary schools. 

There has been limi ted research abo ut the effecli veness 
of environmental education practice in primary schools. In 
particular, there have been no Australian stud ies 
investigating primary school teachers' personal beliefs about 
the enviro nm ent. or their base-line knowl edge of 
environmental issues. As such, little is known about what 
primary school teac hers know or believe about the 
environment or environmental education. 

I n these ways, there are theoretical and empirical 'gaps' 
in env ironmenta I ed uca Ii on research that req ui re furt her 
investigation. In order to elaborate upon this agenda we now 
substantiate the above-mentioned claims by reviewing the 
arguments. 

Environmental education: Policy directions and 
premises 

In 1992 the Union of Concerned Scientists, representing 
more than sixteen hundred senior members of the scienti fie 
community, induding 102 Nobel Prize recipients, warned 
that: 

Human beings and We nawral UDfld are on .a wlUsiolJ course. Human 
acHljiities inflict harsh and ofren iITfi'.ersibJe damage on lhe envjmnmellr 

and on critical resources. If nO{ checked, many of our current pra ct j res 
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pu tat serious risk ~he future thtu we r,o.'ish for human society an ri til f' 
plant and animal kingdoms, and may 50 aller Ihe Jiving world that 

it will be unable to sustain life in the m.anner that n"f' know .... n.Fe 

me undersigned, senior memoefS oftl:J-e »'odd's scientjfic communUy. 

hereby warn aU humanity of».-hat lies ahead. A great change in our 

stewardship of the farth and ~he Ufe on it is required, jf ~.'aSl human 

mis.f'I}' is to be a\-'oicled and our global home on this planet is not to 
be irretrievably mutilated (cited in Suzuki, 1993, p. 4) 

These concerns reflect an abu nd ance of research 
indicating that human activities are presently contributing 
to severe and potentially irreversible changes to the 
biosphere. Among the environmental issues giving rise to 
these concerns are: 

• Climatic changes and altered weather patterns (see 
Agarwal and Narain, 1992: International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature, 1980: Middleton, O'Keefe and 
Moyo, 1993: Pickering and Owen, 1994; World 
Commission On the Environment Development 1990; 
Wright. 1993); 

• depletion of the ozone layer (see Milbrailh, 1989: Suzuki 
and mcConnell, 1997; Washington, 1991; World 
Commission On the Environment Development 1987; 
Wright, 1993); 

• d esertific ati 0 nand d egr ad ati 0 n 0 f ag rku It ural Ian d 
(International Union for the Conservation of Nature., 
1980: Middleton et al., 1993; Pickering et al., 1994; 
Suzuki, 1993, 1999, 1997; UNEP, 1983; World 
Commission On the Environment Development, 1990; 
Wright, 1993); 

• depletion of forests (see Beale & Fray, 1990: Orr, 1992; 
Pickering et aI., 1994; Starke, 1998; UNEP, 1983; World 
Commission On the Environment Development. 1987; 
Wright, 1993); 
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• loss of species habitat and loss of biodiversity (see Beale 
et at.. 1990; Carson, 1965; Ehrlich & Ehrlich, 1991; 
Ivliddleton et al.. 1993; Starke, 1998; Suzuki, 1993, Suzuki 
& Dressel, 1999; UNEP, 1983; World Commission On 
the Environment Development, 1990; Wright, 1993); and 

• pollutiOJi of the atmosphere. waterways and oceans (see 
Beale et al.. 1990; International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature., 1980; Starke. 1998; UNEP, 1983; 
UNESCO-UNEP. 1997; World Commission On the 
Environment Development. 1987; Wright. 1993). 

Complementing the body of scientific research identifying 
environmental changes, there is a growing body of literature 
that identifies the present pattern of technological. economic, 
environmental and social developments by human beings 
as the primary cause of what some coin an 'environmental 
crisis' (see Carson. 1965; Durning, 1992; Ehrlich, 1986; 
E vernden. 1989; Gore, 1992: H illcoat, 1999: l\ .. lit braith. 1989; 
Orr, 1992; Schumacher. 1973; Suzuki & Dressel, 1999; Weston. 
1994. 1999). There are predictions that the current pattern of 
development is causing critical, irreversible changes to the 
biosphere. In turn. jeopardising the earth's capacity to sustain 
human life as presently known. As such. a view has been 
put forth which asserts that the human race is not only 
witnessing. but giving rise to an environmental crisis. 

It must be noted that the existence of an environmental 
crisis is not universally' accepted. with commentators such 
as Kahn et at (1976). Manes (1990) and Ray et al. (i 992) 
contending that the predictions of catastrophe arising out of 
research identifying changes to various environmental 
ind icators are HI· conceived and ove r ly pessimistic. 

Whatever the debates. and despite conflicting vie\Ns about 
the existence of a crisis. 'public concern for the environment 
is at unprecedented levels throughout the world' (Fien, 1995. 
p.l). In turn. it has been proposed that 
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l-Vhat is needed is a fuudamemaJ transformation of people'5 attUudes 

and procUres ... Only i3' new ~""odd \o'jf'~".' and moralUy can change ~hE' 

basic relation of people to the earth. People's behavjour is a matter of 

dwke based up<Jn values ... The need for a ...... orld erhic of susWinabjJjty 

- an ethic that helps poopJe cooperate ~ ... "ith one another and n.3'ture for 
rhe suryival and ",ejj·bejng of ajj individuals and rhe biosphere - could 

nor be greater (IUCN. UNEP & WWF, 1900. cited in Fien. 1993a, p. 

4-5). 

Initially, the concept of 'sustainable development', also 
referred to as 'sustainability', was a catch-all idea for future 
development (UNESCO-UNEP. 1992). However. sustainable 
development is a fluid concept. encompassing a range of 
technological perspectives as well as a range of ecological 
perspectives. Technological perspectives of sustainable 
development promote the view that advances in technology 
and the operation of free market economic forces will be 
sufficient to remedy the effects of an environmental crisis. In 
contrast, ecological perspectives of sustainable development 
promote radical world-views towards more fundamental. 
transformative cultural changes (O'Riordan, 1981). O'Riordan 
(1981. p. 377) states that ecological perspectives promote a 
'humble and humane approach of harmony with ecological 
processes and a sense of true association with the earth .. '
w hic h in turn req ui res . a fund a mental change of attitu de 
a way from a sense of technological hubris'. This theoretical 
divide has given rise to much conllict between and among 
academics, environmental groups. governments. educators 
and the like with regards to determining the preferred 
sustainable development model for future development. 

N otwi thstanding the debates, cou pled with the 
endorsement of sustainable development. at least since the 
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment held 
in Stockholm in 1972, there has been strong support 'for the 
development of environmental education as one of the most 
critical elements of an all-out attac k on the world's 

118 Amy Cutter AND Richard Smith 

l-Vhat is needed is a fuudamemaJ transformation of people'5 attUudes 

and procUres ... Only i3' new ~""odd \o'jf'~".' and moralUy can change ~hE' 

basic relation of people to the earth. People's behavjour is a matter of 

dwke based up<Jn values ... The need for a ...... orld erhic of susWinabjJjty 

- an ethic that helps poopJe cooperate ~ ... "ith one another and n.3'ture for 
rhe suryival and ",ejj·bejng of ajj individuals and rhe biosphere - could 

nor be greater (IUCN. UNEP & WWF, 1900. cited in Fien. 1993a, p. 

4-5). 

Initially, the concept of 'sustainable development', also 
referred to as 'sustainability', was a catch-all idea for future 
development (UNESCO-UNEP. 1992). However. sustainable 
development is a fluid concept. encompassing a range of 
technological perspectives as well as a range of ecological 
perspectives. Technological perspectives of sustainable 
development promote the view that advances in technology 
and the operation of free market economic forces will be 
sufficient to remedy the effects of an environmental crisis. In 
contrast, ecological perspectives of sustainable development 
promote radical world-views towards more fundamental. 
transformative cultural changes (O'Riordan, 1981). O'Riordan 
(1981. p. 377) states that ecological perspectives promote a 
'humble and humane approach of harmony with ecological 
processes and a sense of true association with the earth .. '
w hic h in turn req ui res . a fund a mental change of attitu de 
a way from a sense of technological hubris'. This theoretical 
divide has given rise to much conllict between and among 
academics, environmental groups. governments. educators 
and the like with regards to determining the preferred 
sustainable development model for future development. 

N otwi thstanding the debates, cou pled with the 
endorsement of sustainable development. at least since the 
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment held 
in Stockholm in 1972, there has been strong support 'for the 
development of environmental education as one of the most 
critical elements of an all-out attac k on the world's 



A Chasm in Environmental Education 119 

environmental crisis' (UNESCO-UNEP, 1976, p. 2). This same 
support is reiterated in the recent discussion paper written 
by Environment Australia (1999, p. 13) which asserts that: 'It 
is widely agreed that education is the most effective means 
that society possesses for confronting the challenges of the 
futu reo Indeed, envi ronmental ed uea lion will shape the world 
for tomorrow'. The foundation of this support. particularly 
during the 1990's, primarily lies with the search for 
sustainable methods of development and living (World 
Commission On the Environment Development, 1990). In this 
regard, Agend a 21, a lengthy bl uep rint for global 
implementation of sustainable development, particularly 
emphasised the role of education as an agent of change for 
sustainable development: 

Education is critjcal for pmmoting sustainable de~.'elopment and 

improving ~hr capacity of ~hr peopJe to address en~.'jroliment and 

del/e Jopmen r issues ... . It is critical for achi~.'ing en ~ .. jronmentaJ and 

ethical a:~",'areIjess, ,,'alues and attitudes, skills ami beha'L-'j.ouf cOll'sisren( 

with sustainable dr~.'el(Jpment and for effective public participation in 

decision-making (UNESCO-UNEP. 1992, p. 2). 

Numerous environmental education definitions have 
been developed which reflect this defmition in whole or in 
part. Due to the changing nature of environmental problems 
and solutions, environmental education conceptions change 
with each generation and, thus, so too does its definition. 
Disinger (1983) claims that environmental ed ucalion 
definitions all contain common ground and therefore 
differences in the definition of environmental education need 
not hinder the progress and implementation of 
environmental education. In contrast, Jfckling (1994) claims 
that environmental ed u calion has a 'definitional problem' 
whic h is quite problematic for future environmental 
ed ucation theory and prac tic e. To these ends, it is no ted that 
no clear and universally accepted definition for 
environmental education exists. 
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Whatever the debates, environmental education is viewed 
as a lifelong process encompassing alJ levels of education, both 
within and beyond the formal school system (see Abraham, 
1990; Queensland Department of Education, i 993; UNESCO
UNEP, 1976, 1978, 1988, 1995, 1996). Thus, environmental 
education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels has an 
important role to play in the development of students who 
are capable of understanding and who are motivated to 
respond to the issues which give rise to an environmental crisis 
(see Abraham, Lacey & Williams, 1990; Fien 1996; Queensland 
Department of Education, 1993; UNESCQ-UNEP 1989). 
Central to this argument, it is considered that the primary 
school years have a particular im porlance as: 

... .... 'L-'oung learners dfi'elop mos~ of their final adult physjo-neurologkaJ 

capacity quite.e.arJy in life, and therefore learning, espedaJ1y of attitudes 

and \'".alue-s so important to imagjnatin~ action in E'IH'ironmental 

problems, is vital and meds to be consjdered carefully early in (hese 

sequellces or U{elong learning (Hen, 1996. p. 40. 

As might be expected, there are a variety of disparate 
views about the proper role of environmental education (see 
Clacherty, 1993; Fien, 1992, 2000; Gough, 1997; Jickling, 1998; 
Orr, 1992; Rossen, 1995; Walker, 1997) .In this vein, a number 
of approaches have been developed and often are the subject 
of many debates in the environmental education field. These 
approaches include: education about the environment, 
ed u cation in (0 r through) the en vironm ent and ed uca lion for 
the environment. More specifically: 

Learning Iw~" to care for our envjronment ilrmlves understanding 

concepts about the emljronmen t, de ... ·elopiag se1J5itivities through (in) 

the en ~·'ironment and fostering \'aJues that commit u.s to acting for the 

en ~·"imnmem. This last {fSpect is perhaps We most important; lin (tl~'Jf'dge 
aboLi r and experience of the emlironmen t have limited ~"alue .unless they 

i3'ff' accompanied bJ' i3' de5ire to actjvely care for We Earth, other poople 
and ourselws 

(Queensland Department of Education, 1993. p. 5). 

120 Amy Cutter AN!) Richard Smith 

Whatever the debates, environmental education is viewed 
as a lifelong process encompassing alJ levels of education, both 
within and beyond the formal school system (see Abraham, 
1990; Queensland Department of Education, i 993; UNESCO
UNEP, 1976, 1978, 1988, 1995, 1996). Thus, environmental 
education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels has an 
important role to play in the development of students who 
are capable of understanding and who are motivated to 
respond to the issues which give rise to an environmental crisis 
(see Abraham, Lacey & Williams, 1990; Fien 1996; Queensland 
Department of Education, 1993; UNESCQ-UNEP 1989). 
Central to this argument, it is considered that the primary 
school years have a particular im porlance as: 

... .... 'L-'oung learners dfi'elop mos~ of their final adult physjo-neurologkaJ 

capacity quite.earJy in life, and therefore learning, espedaJ1y of attitudes 

and \'".alue-s so important to imagtnatin~ action in E'IH'ironmental 

problems, is vital and meds to be consjdered carefully early in (hese 

sequellces or U{elong learning (Hen, 1996. p. 40. 

As might be expected, there are a variety of disparate 
views about the proper role of environmental education (see 
Clacherty, 1993; Fien, 1992, 2000; Gough, 1997: Jickling, 1998; 
Orr, 1992; Rossen, 1995; Walker, 1997) .In this vein, a number 
of approaches have been developed and often are the subject 
of many debates in the environmental education field. These 
approaches include: education about the environment, 
ed u cation in (0 r through) the en vironm ent and ed uca lion for 
the environment. More s pecificalJ y: 

Learning Iw~" to care for our envjronment ilrmlves understanding 

concepts about the emlironmen t, developing se1J5itivities through (in) 

the en ~·'ironment and fostering \'aJues that commit u.s to acting for the 
en ~·"imnmem. This last {fSpect is perhaps We most important; lin (tl~'Jf'dge 

aboLi r and experience of the emlironmen t have limited ~"alue .unless they 
i3'ff' accompanied bJ" i3' de5ire to actively care for We Earth, other poople 
and oursel''''e5 
(Queensland Department of Education, 1993. p. 5). 



A Chasm in Environmental Education 121 

For the past two decades, education for the environment 
has been identified by authorities in the environmental 
education field as the preferred approach {Fien, 1988, 1992, 
1993. 2000. 1996: Huckle. 1991; Queensland Department of 
Education, 1993}, Fien {I992} claims that education about the 
environment and education in the environment should play 
a subsidiary role insofar as providing the necessary skills and 
knowledge to support education for environment. To this 
extent, it is often argued 'that it is only when the overall 
intention is education for the enviro nmen! that real 
environmental education is actually laking place' (Board of 
Teacher Registration, 1993, pp, 23-24), In recent times, this 
contention has been the centre of much debate. Jickling and 
Spork (1998) recently critiqued education forthe environment 
and suggested that education for the enviro nment 
indoctrinates students into one specific way of knowing and 
be lieving. J ickli ng and S pork {I998, p. 319} rna intained the 
argument put forth in an earlier paper written by Jickling 
(1991, pp. 154-155) staling that students should participate 
'as intelligent individuals in the constant re-examinalion and 
re-casting of society', As such, they concluded thai education 
for the environment 'is conceptually and linguistically flawed 
and that we may not need, or wan I. the stru ClU res that it 
imposes' Oickling. 1998. p, 309), The works of Gough (I987) 
also echoed similar conclusions. as did Walker's (1997. p. 155) 
s Iud Y wh ich condud ed that 'if envi ronmental ed uc ation is 
to become important in school education a more adequate 
theory is required', 

Thus, in recent times, it has been suggested that the field 
of environmental education is characterised by vagueness. 
complexity and contradictions, However. in the debates, there 
is little evidence of the take-up of 'education for Ihe 
environment', nor any olher forms of environmental 
education, in schools systems. In this way, I interpret such 
findings to mean that little is known regarding the 
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effectiveness of dominant and subsidiary environmental 
education approaches in the teaching and learning of 
environmental education. It can be seen that a study of 
environmental education practice is timely and essential if 
the field is to evolve with respect to bringing clarity and 
direction to environmental education. Thus. this chapter is a 
contribution to the endeavours ou tli ned by such researc hand 
we now review the various debates. 

Environmental education in primary schools 
'The world's teachers ... ' are said to 'have a crucial role 

to play' in bringing about the extensive sodal changes needed 
to address an environmental crisis ('Narld Commission On 
the Environment Development, 1987, p. xiv). yet lil!Ie is 
known about the extent to which environmental education 
has been incorporated into school systems. In Australia, in 
particular, there have been few studies examining 
environmental education teaching practice in school systems. 
Despite the rising levels of support for environmental 
education. the evaluation studies that have been conducted 
indicate that policy expectations are rarely met (see Gough, 
1997; Greenan, 1981; Linke, 1980: 1 .... lurdoch, 1989: Phipps, 
1991: Spork, 1990. 1992: Walker. 1995). 

In 1973 and 1974, Linke (l980) conducted a national 
study in Australia. utilising both quantitative and 
qualitative methodologies, concerning the take-u p of 
environmental education content and pedagogy in all levels 
(primary, secondary and tertiary) of education. Linke's 
(1980) study indicated that environmental education 
teaching practice was limited in Australia and most often 
taught through curriculum domains such as science and 
social stud ies. The im plications of this shift to other 
disciplines is yet to be fully explored. 

Like Linke (1980). Robottom et aL (2000) also found in a 
case study of five schools. thaI environmental education is 
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most often incorporated into subjects such 'Studies in SOciety 
and Environment'. They also reported that. in some cases, 
'environmental education curriculum has moved out of the 
school and into the community' (Robottom, 2000, p. 146). In 
short, Robollom et al. (2000, p. 157) concluded that 'behind 
every successful environmental education program is a 
commilled teacher'. 

Stapp and Stapp (1983) also conducted a qualitative 
study which listed over one hundred issues and 
recommendations for the improvement of environmental 
education in Australia. However, this study \vas limited in 
that neither primary or secondary teachers' knowledge, 
attitudes and practice of environmental education were 
thoroughly investigated. 

Other than Linke's 197314 {I 980) , Robottom's eta!. (2000) 
and Stapp and Stapp (J 983) studies, only small·scale regional 
(see Clark, 1997; Cutter, 1998; Phipps, 1991; Skamp, 1996; 
Spork, 1990, 1992; Walker, 1995) and stale (see Education 
Department of Victoria, 1981; Greenall, 1981) investigations 
have been carri ed out. 

All of these stud ies (see Cutler, 1998; Education 
Department of Victoria, 1981; Greenall, 1981; Phipps, 1991; 
Spork, 1990, 1992; Walker, 1995), save Skamp (1996) and Clark 
and Harrison (1997), claim that environmental education 
practice, with regards to its take-up in primary schools, is 
inadequate in that it does not achieve the outcomes 
communicated in policy documents. In contrast, Skamp's 
(1996) and Clark and Harrison's (1997) New South Wales 
regional stud les suggest that teachers are practising 
environmental education action components. Clark and 
Harrison (1997, p. 34) hypothesise that 'many Australian 
primary schools are addressing environmental education, 
although they might not call it that' 

Nonetheless, S pork (I990; 1992) claims that primary school 
teachers consider environmental education to be an important 
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learning area, but seem to lack the skills and knowledge to 
teach successful envi ronmental education, Similar statements 
have also been echoed in the works of Cutter (1998), Gough 
(1997), Greenall (1981), Murdoch (1989), Phipps (1991) and 
Walker (1995), To date, Spork's (1990) study remains to be the 
only Queensland study, since Linke's (1980) national study, 
of primary school teachers take-up of environmental education 
content and pedagogy. Therefore, her study is particularly 
significant for Queensland, and we now briefly recount the 
conclusions of Spork's (1990) investigation. 

The 'Queensland' case 
Spork (1990: 1992) randomly selected and surveyed 300 

state primary school teachers from the Brisbane north region 
and achieved a 76 percent (228 teac hers) response rate. The 
purpose of her study was to determine the extent of 
environmental education practice particularly in relation to 
education about the en vi ronment, education in the 
environment and education for the environment. As such, 
she found that the practice of education for the environment 
among the primary school teachers in question was relatively 
low even though the research and literature argues that 
education for the environment is central to environmental 
education, Similarly, it was noted, in relation to teachers' 
beliefs about the different levels of importance of education 
in, about and for the environment, that the sam pled t eac hers 
considered education in and about the environment to be of 
more importance than education for the environment: 
However, the sampled teachers conveyed positive attitudes 
towards environmental education as a whole. 

Consequently, this sample had received relatively little 
professional preparation to teach environmental education. 
Only 4.9% of these teachers received pre-service 
environmental education training and only 6.6% received 
such in·ser.-·ice training. 
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Amo ng the reasons offered for low levels of 
environmental education practice are a perceived lack of 
teacher training in environmental education and time and 
resource constraints for teachers (Spork, 1990, 1992). As a 
consequence of this study and the other studies indicated 
earlier, environmental education research has tended to 
conclude that the problems of effective implementation of 
environmental education are due to a perceived lack of 
adequate pre-service and in-service environmental education 
I raining. Thus, the provision offurther or restruc I ured teacher 
education has been identified as the 'priority of priorities' 
for environmental education (Tilbury, 1992). 

However, such pro positio ns tend 10 be based on both a 
lack of empirical evidence and a theoretical presumption that 
the 'content' of environmental education is unproblematic. 
Spork's (1990, p. 10 1) study has conlribu ted to this 
phenomenon through her recommendation that more 
leacher-education was warranted because teachers possess 
inadequate 'knowledge of how to do environmental 
education or what environmental education is'. However, 
her study was nol a dedicated study of teachers' 
environmental education knowledge. Her questionnaire only 
questioned teachers about general concepts in the three 
different approac hes, particularly ed ucation for the 
environment Environmental education consists of many 
concepts and varied forms of pedagogy which Spork (1990) 
failed to include in her research design. Further, Spork (1990) 
did not pay heed to the problematic nature of 'education for 
the environment', nor environmental education for that 
maIler. Thus, it appears that her conclusions about primary 
school teachers and what they might or might not know about 
environmental education requires further and deeper 
investigation. 

In this respect, Walker (1997, p. 160) also recognised Ihe 
problematic nature of education for the environment and 
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env ironmental education and conelu ded that poor 
environmental education practice can be directly related to 
'a difference, or 'gap' between theories held by policy makers, 
curriculum developers and educational researchers and the 
theories held by practitioners', Thus, we interpret this 
research to mean that there are many inconsistencies about 
what the va rious i nd ivid u als and gro ups consid er 
environmental ed ucation to be, Therefo re, a better 
understanding of these inconsistencies appears to be 
necessary which will hopefully lead to a more inclusive and 
defined form of environmental education, 

Conclusion 
In this chapter, three points have been established. Firstly, 

it has been established that there is a growing belief that 
development instigated by human beings has changed the 
biosphere. There are concerns that such development is in 
turn limiting the earth's capacity to provide for human 
existence. The idea of an environmental crisis has gained 
popularity and so too has the concept of the earth as an 
infinite resource for human exploitation come into question. 
This has, in turn, promoted calls for more sustainable patterns 
of development. However, sustainable development is a fluid 
concept, embracing both technological and ecological 
perspectives, which has resulted in a theoretical divide in 
the field as to which ought to be the preferred method for 
sustainable development. 

Secondly, environmental education has been identified 
at the interna tional policy level as a potential change agent 
for sustainable development. The focus upon environmental 
ed ucation over the past three decades has led to 
environmental education being included into national and 
state education policy and curriculum documents. Three 
dominant approaches to environmental ed ucatio n have been 
developed, namely, education about the environment, 
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education in the environment and education [or the 
environment. For the past two decades education [or the 
environment has been identified as the preferred approach 
for environmental education. However. in rec en t Ii mes, this 
approach has been the centre of much debate. Thus, leading 
to the co ncl usio n that the field of environmental ed ucation 
is characterised by vagueness, complexity and contradictions. 

What ever the de bates, there is little evidence of the take
up of 'education [or the environment', nor other forms of 
e nvi ronm en tal ed ucation, in sc hool s systems. In this way. 
we interpret such findings to mean that little is known 
regarding the effectiveness of dominant and subsidiary 
environmental education approaches in the teaching and 
learning of environmental education. Thus, it can be seen 
that a critique of environmental education practice is timely 
and essential if the field is to evolve with respect to bringing 
clarity and direction to environmental education. 

Thirdly, there is limited research about environmental 
education practice, with regards to pedagogy and content, 
in primary schools. However, this limited research does 
suggest that environmental education practice is inadequate. 
Explanations for this situation have consisted of: lack of 
teacher training; theoretical inconsistencies between teachers, 
researchers, policy 'writers and curriculum developers; and 
conceptual problems with environmental education theory. 
It is identified that these explanations have not been 
thoroughly investigated and require further discussion and 
c rltiq u e. Th us, these iss ues form the im petu s and basi s ofthe 
research (p h D) which is currently in process. 

References 
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