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Abstract 

Over the past thirty years, it has often been stated that primary school education should 
endeavour to improve and protect the environment through producing an 'environmentally 
informed, committed and active citizenry'. Even so, existing research shows that the 
implementation of environmental education in primary schools is problematic and has had 
limited success. However, the reasons for these shortcomings are far from clear, with 
present research merely speculating about barriers to effective implementation. 



This paper presents a detailed discussion and analysis of primary school teachers' 
knowledge and beliefs about environmental concepts and environmental education. In so 
doing, the paper identifies a perceived gap within the field of environmental education 
research and literature. This field has neglected studies of Australian primary school 
teachers' knowledge and beliefs about environmental education as a factor affecting the 
capacity of schooling to achieve environmental education goals. 

To these ends, I utilise the concept of 'environmental literacy' to assess primary school 
teachers' knowledge and beliefs about environmental education. Based upon preliminary 
data analysis, I tentatively claim that current Queensland primary school teachers are 
variably committed to and demonstrably lack content knowledge of environmental concepts 
and environmental education. More significantly, these primary school teachers tend to 
dismiss the importance of content knowledge, preferring to focus upon attitudes towards 
environmental education and environmental concepts. 

Clearly these levels of environmental literacy are inadequate if environmentally literate 
students and thus an environmentally literate citizenry are to be achieved within schools. I 
conclude that the introduction of environmental literacy in educational policy would advance 
the goals of environmental education, namely the production of an informed, committed and 
active citizenry. 

  

Environmental Education: Policy Directions and Premises 

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

Human beings and the natural world are on a collision course. Human 
activities inflict harsh and often irreversible damage on the environment and 
on critical resources. If not checked, many of our current practices put at 
serious risk the future that we wish for human society and the plant and 
animal kingdoms, and may so alter the living world that it will be unable to 
sustain life in the manner that we know…. We the undersigned, senior 
members of the world’s scientific community, hereby warn all humanity of 
what lies ahead. A great change in our stewardship of the earth and the life 
on it is required, if vast human misery is to be avoided and our global home 
on this planet is not to be irretrievably mutilated 

These concerns reflect an abundance of research indicating that human activities contribute 
to severe and potentially irreversible changes to the biosphere. Among the environmental 
issues giving rise to these concerns are: 

o climatic changes and altered weather patterns ; 
o depletion of the ozone layer ; 
o desertification and degradation of agricultural land ; 
o depletion of forests ; 
o loss of species habitat and loss of biodiversity ; and 
o pollution of the atmosphere, waterways and oceans . 

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’ . 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 al. , Manes , Ray et al. and Lomborg contending that 
the predictions of catastrophe arising out of research identifying changes to various 
environmental indicators are ill-conceived and overly pessimistic. 

Whatever the debates, and despite conflicting views about the existence of a crisis, ‘public 
concern for the environment is at unprecedented levels throughout the world’ . In turn, it has 
been proposed that: 

What is needed is a fundamental transformation of people’s attitudes and 
practices… Only a new world view and morality can change the basic relation 
of people to the earth. People’s behaviour is a matter of choice based upon 
values … The need for a world ethic of sustainability – an ethic that helps 
people cooperate with one another and nature for the survival and well-being 
of all individuals and the biosphere – could not be greater . 

Initially, the concept of ‘sustainable development’, also referred to as ‘sustainability’, was a 
catch-all idea for future development . 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 states that ecological perspectives promote a 
‘humble and humane approach of harmony with ecological processes and a sense of true 
association with the earth…’ which in turn requires ‘a fundamental change of attitude away 
from a sense of technological hubris’. This theoretical divide has given rise to much conflict 
between and among academics, environmental groups, governments and educators with 
regards to determining the preferred sustainable development model for future development. 

Notwithstanding the debates, coupled 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 attack on the world’s environmental crisis’ . 
This same support is reiterated in the recent discussion paper authored by Environment 
Australia which asserts: ‘It is widely agreed that education is the most effective means that 
society possesses for confronting the challenges of the future. Indeed, environmental 
education will shape the world for tomorrow’. The foundation of this support, particularly 
during the 1990s, primarily lay with the search for sustainable methods of development and 
living . In this regard, Agenda 21, a lengthy blueprint for global implementation of sustainable 
development, particularly emphasised the role of education as an agent of change for 
sustainable development: 

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 . 



Numerous environmental education definitions have been developed which reflect this 
definition in whole or in part. In fact, environmental education is also referred to as 
‘environmental education for sustainable development’, ‘education for a sustainable future’ 
and ‘education for sustainability’. However, 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 claims that environmental education 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, Jickling claims that environmental education has a ‘definitional problem’. More 
specifically, Jickling (1994, pg.115) argues that environmental education will continue "to 
wallow along rocky shores until this field allows an important place for conceptual analysis 
within its research community". Indeed, it is apparent that there is a divide in the field with 
respect to defining environmental education. 

Whatever the debates, environmental education is viewed as a lifelong process 
encompassing all levels of education, both within and beyond the formal school system . 
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 
1990; Fien 1996; Palmer 1998; Queensland Department of Education, 1993; UNESCO-
UNEP 1989). Central to this argument, it is considered that the primary school years have a 
particular importance as: 

… young learners develop most of their final adult physio-neurological 
capacity quite early in life, and therefore learning, especially of attitudes and 
values so important to imaginative action in environmental problems, is vital 
and needs to be considered carefully early in these sequences of lifelong 
learning . 

As might be expected, there are a variety of disparate views about the proper role of 
environmental education . In this vein, a number of approaches have been developed and 
are recurrently the subject of many debates in the environmental education field. These 
approaches include: education about the environment, education in (orthrough) the 
environment and education for the environment. More specifically: 

Learning how to care for our environment involves understanding 
concepts about the environment, developing sensitivities through (in) the 
environment and fostering values that commit us to acting for the 
environment. This last aspect is perhaps the most important; knowledge 
about and experience of the environment have limited value unless they are 
accompanied by a desire to actively care for the Earth, other people and 
ourselves . 

For the past two decades education for the environment has been identified, by authorities in 
the environmental education field, as the preferred approach . Fien 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 environment that real environmental education is actually taking 
place’. In recent times, this contention has been the centre of much debate. Jickling and 
Spork , in a critique of education for the environment, argued that education for the 
environment indoctrinates students into one specific way of knowing and believing. Jickling 
and Spork maintained the argument put forth in an earlier paper by Jickling stating that 
students should participate ‘as intelligent individuals in the constant re-examination and re-



casting of society’. They concluded that education for the environment ‘is conceptually and 
linguistically flawed and that we may not need, or want, the structures that it imposes’ . The 
works of Gough also echoed similar conclusions, as did Walker’s study which concluded that 
‘if environmental education is to become important in school education a more adequate 
theory is required’. 

Thus, it has been suggested that the field of environmental education is characterised by 
vagueness, complexity and contradictions. Moreover, in the debates, there is little evidence 
of the take-up of ‘education for the environment’, nor any other forms of environmental 
education, in schools systems. I interpret such findings to mean that little is known about the 
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 paper is a contribution 
to the endeavours outlined by such research and I 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 social changes needed to address an environmental crisis , yet little 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 . 

In 1973 and 1974 Linke conducted a national study in Australia, utilising both quantitative 
and qualitative methodologies, concerning the take-up of environmental education content 
and pedagogy in all levels (primary, secondary and tertiary) of education. Linke’s study 
indicated that environmental education teaching practice was limited in Australia and most 
often taught through curriculum domains such as science and social studies. The 
implications of this shift to other disciplines remains to be fully explored. 

Like Linke , Robottom et al. also found in a case study of five schools, that environmental 
education is 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’ . In short, Robottom et al. concluded 
that ‘behind every successful environmental education program is a committed teacher’. 

Stapp and Stapp also conducted a qualitative study which listed over one hundred issues 
and recommendations for the improvement of environmental education in Australia. 
However, this study was limited in that neither primary or secondary school teachers’ 
knowledge, attitudes and/or practices of environmental education were thoroughly 
investigated. 

Other than the Linke 1973/4 , Robottom et al. and Stapp and Stapp studies, only small-scale 
regional and state investigations have been carried out. 

All of these studies , save Skamp and Clark and Harrison , 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 
and Clark and Harrison’s New South Wales regional studies suggest that teachers are 
practising environmental education action components. Clark and Harrison hypothesise that 



‘many Australian primary schools are addressing environmental education, although they 
might not call it that’. 

Nonetheless, Spork claims that primary school teachers consider environmental education 
to be an important learning area, but seem to lack the skills and knowledge to teach 
successful environmental education. Similar statements have also been echoed in the works 
of Cutter , Gough , Greenall , Murdoch , Phipps and Walker . To date, Spork’s study remains 
to be the only Queensland study, since Linke’s national study, of primary school teachers’ 
take-up of environmental education content and pedagogy. Therefore, her study is 
particularly significant, and I now briefly recount the conclusions of Spork’s investigation. 

The ‘Queensland’ Case 

Spork randomly selected and surveyed 300 state primary school teachers from the Brisbane 
north region and achieved a 76 percent (228 teachers) response rate. The purpose of her 
study was to determine the level of environmental education practice particularly in relation 
to education about the environment, education in the environment and education for the 
environment. 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 sampled teachers considered 
education in and aboutthe 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-service training. 

Among the reasons offered for low levels of environmental education practice were a 
perceived lack of teacher training in environmental education and time and resource 
constraints for teachers . As a consequence of this study and the other studies indicated 
earlier, environmental education research has tended to conclude that the problems 
associated with the implementation of environmental education are due to a perceived lack 
of adequate pre-service and in-service environmental education training. Thus, the provision 
of further or restructured teacher education has been identified as the ‘priority of priorities’ 
for environmental education 

However, such propositions tend to be based on both a lack of empirical evidence and a 
theoretical presumption that the ‘content’ of environmental education is unproblematic. 
Spork’s study has contributed to this phenomenon through her recommendation that more 
teacher-education was warranted because teachers possess inadequate ‘knowledge of how 
to do environmental education or what environmental education is’. However, her study was 
not a dedicated study of teachers’ environmental education knowledge. Her questionnaire 
only questioned teachers about general concepts in the three different approaches, 
particularly education for the environment. Environmental education consists of many 
concepts and varied forms of pedagogy which Spork did not include in her research design. 
Further, Spork did not pay heed to the problematic nature of ‘education for the environment’, 
nor environmental education for that matter. Thus, it appears that her conclusions about 
primary school teachers and what they might or might not know about environmental 
education were indicative but require further and deeper investigation . 



In this respect, Walker also recognised the problematic nature of education for the 
environment and environmental education and concluded 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, I interpret this research to mean that there are many inconsistencies 
about what the various individuals and groups consider environmental education to be. 
Therefore, a better understanding of these inconsistencies appears to be necessary so as to 
lead to a more inclusive and defined form of environmental education. 

So that primary school teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about environmental concepts and 
environmental education can begin to be understood, I now discuss the theoretical concept 
of ‘environmental literacy’ so as to establish a framework for the interpretation, analysis and 
synthesis of data that appear later in this paper. 

Environmental Literacy 

‘Environmental literacy’ is an appropriate theory for use in this paper for three reasons. First, 
it emphasises ‘content knowledge’. Second, it deals with fundamental environmental and 
cultural problems in its approach. Third, it allows one to gauge teachers’ environmental 
literacy levels. 

According to Orr , environmental literacy is the ‘knowledge necessary to comprehend 
relatedness, and an attitude of care or stewardship… [An environmentally literate] person 
would also have the practical competence required to act on the basis of knowledge and 
feeling’. UNESCO-UNEP suggests that ‘environmental literacy’ is an ultimate goal of 
environmental education. 

Orr argues that environmental literacy is primarily concerned with ‘knowing, 
caring and practical competence’. Orr further implies that environmental literacy 
encompasses an understanding of ‘how people and societies relate to each other and to 
natural systems, and how they might do so sustainability’. In other words, knowing how the 
world works, and therein knowing how to preserve and maintain the environment. To this 
end, Orr argues that the environmentally literate person understands the dynamics of the 
environmental crisis which includes a thorough understanding of how people (and societies) 
have become so destructive. Orr , in particular, identifies three crises, namely: a food crisis; 
an energy crisis; and a biodiversity crisis. In Orr’s view, these problems together constitute a 
planetary crisis which requires fundamental changes in the way humans relate to each other 
and to the environment. It is this interpretation of the environmental crisis which separates 
this theory from other environmental education approaches, including education for the 
environment, which continue to maintain technocentric characteristics. 

Orr argues that education is the most powerful mechanism to address the world’s 
environmental challenges. He propounds that no student should graduate from any 
educational facility without knowing seventeen key subject areas. This is what he calls `a 
syllabus for environmental literacy’ . He lists, in a similar way to Allan Bloom’s approach, 
over one hundred articles and books as essential readings for all students and teachers. Orr 
draws works from distinguished philosophers such as Ehrlich, Bacon, Kahn, Berry, 
Merchant, Emerson, Lovelock, Eiseley, Leopold and Thorea. Table 1.1 illustrates Orr’s 
(1992) key subject areas. 

 

 



Table 1.1 – A syllabus for Environmental Literacy 

• How does the world 
work? 

• Trends, forecasts, 
probabilities, possibilities, 
uncertainties. 

• The dynamics of the 
modern world: the 
project of 
modernization. 

• Some critics of the 
modern world. 

• Source of Environmental 
Problems. 

• The question of 
scientific knowledge. 

• The problem of 
Technology. 

• Ideas of nature. 

• And human nature. • What’s natural and 
What’s it to us? 

• The evolution of 
Ecological 
Consciousness: 
science. 

• Ecological 
Consciousness II: 
Religion and ethics. 

• The concept of 
Sustainability. 

• Tools of analysis. 

• Tools for 
Reinhabitation. 

• Models of 
sustainability. 

• ·Social change. 

  

It is this knowledge that Orr claims will enable educators, teachers and citizens to ask ‘what 
then?’ Sturdavant postulates that asking ‘what then’ requires: 

Interrogating the interconnected layers of practices, trends, and assumptions 
upon which we construct our present life style will render those 
interconnections and their ramifications more explicit, thereby making their 
sustainability available to assessment. 

Orr and Sturdavant both argue that asking ‘what then’ will enable key stakeholders, such as 
educators, to construct a very different agenda for educational reform. 

In order to begin the process of reform in education and environmental education, identifying 
primary school teachers’ environmental literacy levels is a necessary step. Table 1.2 
identifies various indicators which can be utilised to target teachers’ environmental literacy 
levels. Of course, levels of literacy are not mutually exclusive and teachers may be 
positioned within and between levels. 

Table 1.2 is based upon the works of O’Riordan , Fien , Roth and Orr . It can be seen that 
Table 1.2 sets out a considerable knowledge-based agenda for environmental education. 
The agenda is, in this sense, essential professional ‘content knowledge’. As such, 
environmental literacy is about developing a rich knowledge base, in turn allowing for the 



development of beliefs and/or philosophies about the environment and therein consequent 
action in the environment. Of course, these elements are interdependent. 

Table 1.2: Identifying Environmental Literacy Levels 

Environmental 
literacy 

Indicators 

Knowledge Beliefs 

Environmental 
Illiteracy 

• Little understanding of 
environmental issues 
and/or the idea of an 
environmental crisis. 

• Many misconceptions 
about environmental 
issues. 

• Believes that 
environment is a 
resource to be used by 
human beings. 

• Science and technology 
will solve/manage any 
problems. 

• All economic growth is 
good. 

• Suspicion that 
environmental education 
and social change are 
necessary. 

Nominal 
Environmental 

Literacy 

• Can recognise some 
basic terms used in 
communicating about 
the environment. 

• May possess 
misconceptions about 
and provide naïve 
explanations of 
environmental systems. 

• Is beginning to identify 
environmental problems 
and the issues 
surrounding proposed 
solutions. 

·  Is developing awareness and 
sensitivity towards the 
importance of natural systems 
and the human impacts on 
them. 
·  Reformist belief that economic 
growth and resource exploitation 
can continue. 
·  Provision of effective 
environmental management 
agencies at national and local 
levels. 
·  Raising environmental 
awareness and concern is 
necessary within 
society/education. 

Functional / 
Operational 

Environmental 
Literacy 

• Regularly uses 
environmental 
vocabulary with the 
correct definitions and 
in the appropriate 
context. 

• Understands the 
organisation and 
functioning of 
environmental systems 
and their interaction 

·  Is personally committed to 
environmental quality. 
·  Belief in the intrinsic 
importance of nature for defining 
and sustaining humanity. 
·  Rejection of materialism. 
·  Lack of faith in large-scale 
technology and continued 
economic growth. 
·  Personally committed to 
environmental education and 



with human systems. 
• Possesses the 

knowledge and skills to 
act on local problems 
and be involved with 
environmental concerns 
at the education level. 

the production of an 
environmentally literate and 
committed citizenry. 

Highly 
Evolved 

Environmental 
Literacy 

• Possesses a thorough 
understanding of how 
people and societies 
relate to each other and 
to natural systems, and 
how they might do so 
sustainability. 

• Possesses a thorough 
understanding of the 
dynamics of the 
environmental crisis 
which includes a 
thorough understanding 
of how people (and 
societies) have become 
so destructive. 

• Possesses an 
understanding of 
models of sustainability 
and associated 
environmental 
perspectives. 

• Is able to synthesise 
environmental 
information and act 
upon that synthesis in 
ways that lead to 
environmental 
sustainability through 
environmental 
education. 

·  Faith in cooperative 
capabilities of societies to 
establish self-reliant 
communities base on 
sustainable resource use. 
·  Belief in the intrinsic 
importance and preservation for 
defining nature and sustaining 
humanity. 
·  A belief that humanity should 
live simply, so that others can 
live. 
·  A passionate and committed 
belief in the production of an 
environmentally literate, 
committed and active citizenry. 

So as to contextualise this framework, I now turn to a brief discussion of the methods being 
utilised to investigate teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about environmental concepts and 
environmental education. 

Methods 

A combined-methods approach is being applied to investigate primary school teachers’ 
knowledge and beliefs about environmental concepts and environmental education. The 
methodology consists of two stages. In stage one, ethnography is the core approach while 
quantitative methods comprise stage two. I now briefly outline the methods utilised in stage 
one. 



Ethnography encompasses a range of methodological activities to gather data, although the 
two most commonly used strategies are interviewing and participant observation. As such, 
intensive, structured interviewing formulates the data collection technique for stage one. The 
data collection technique utilised for ‘stage one’ was predominantly guided by the works of 
Lofland and Lofland . The ‘stage one’ data are analysed using NVIVO . 

Twenty Queensland primary school teachers have been individually interviewed to date. The 
intention is to interview forty primary school teachers, of which twenty had been completed 
and analysed at the time of writing. Therefore, this paper is based upon preliminary (stage 
one) data analysis findings. 

Notwithstanding, the age range of the informants is twenty-two to fifty-seven. There are a 
greater proportion of females (18:2) in this sample which is consistent with current gender 
ratios in Queensland government primary schools. Years of teaching experience varied 
greatly with some informants reporting two years and other teachers reporting thirty years of 
experience. Further, all informants have undergone some level of undergraduate teacher 
training, although only one teacher reported undertaking specific in-service training in 
environmental education. I now turn to the presentation and analysis of data. 

  

Data Presentation (Stage One): Teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about Environmental 
Education 

The author sought to determine the stock of ‘environmental education’ knowledge among 
the sampled primary school teachers. In this regard, the following comment is a typical 
perception of environmental education offered by these informants: 

In my classroom it means educating the children about the environment and 
their impact upon the environment. 

Such a comment displays a simple understanding of environmental education according to 
Table 1.2 illustrated earlier. However, another informant displayed a more complex 
understanding of environmental education through conveying a ‘futures perspective’ as can 
be seen in the following comment: 

That the future generations that we teach understand that the environment, 
local and global, has to be conserved so that it is there for future generations. 

Even so, the majority of this sample of primary school teachers openly expressed their lack 
of knowledge about environmental education. Three quarters of this sample responded with 
comments such as ‘I don’t know a lot about it [environmental education]’. More specifically, 
when asked ‘do you feel you know a lot about environmental education?’ one informant said: 

No I don’t. I think I know a little bit about it and I have an interest in it, so I can 
maybe start an interest in the children, and perhaps that will lead me to 
finding more information. I don’t have a good awareness. 

Further, only one informant was familiar with the terminology of ‘education about the 
environment, education in the environment and education for the environment’. Most 
informants were neither familiar with the Queensland P-12 Environmental Education 
Curriculum guide . 



Moreover, one informant, who is a committed teacher of environmental education and who 
has undertaken on-going in-service training in environmental education, sees ‘lack of 
knowledge’ on the part of primary school teachers as a significant barrier impeding the 
implementation of environmental education: 

First and foremost there is not enough knowledge… Understanding of 
concepts such as sustainability. They wouldn’t have the background we 
would like them to have… I don’t see the issues being addressed. 

The issue of ‘not enough knowledge’ is explored later in this paper. Notwithstanding, when 
asked about personal background the above-mentioned informant indicated a former 
occupation as a wildlife carer. The informant also revealed: 

My parents had a concern for wildlife and I have been brought up in an 
environment where we cared for it. 

The informant also noted that environmental education requires ‘a personal interest’. Most 
informants displayed some level of interest, although clearly admitted that it is not a priority 
in schooling, as one informant explains: 

I don’t think it is a priority anymore because there is so much else you are 
dealing with. You have kids that have emotional and social problems. Kids 
that have shocking upbringings… I know from my point of view, just covering 
literacy and numeracy every single day is a struggle. 

This view was confirmed by the majority of informants, as further exemplified in the following 
comment: 

It is not pushed as a priority. Literacy and numeracy are pushes… But 
teachers will also go down the road that principal’s push and very few are 
focused on the environment because they are just as overworked. If a 
principal has a passion the whole school follows it. So it is not just the 
teachers. 

Be that as it may, this sample of primary school teachers also proclaimed that ‘personal 
choice’ dictates what is taught, as one informant clearly states: 

I can do that [environmental education] if I wanted to. That’s if I wanted to 
personally. No-one is making me do anything. They leave it very open for us 
to interpret so it depends on how keen I am to teach it. 

In this regard, the informants expressed varying levels of practice with some teachers saying 
`no I don’t teach it’, others saying ‘no I haven’t this year at all’, with a few saying ‘I build it 
[environmental education] into the units’ and only one staying ‘a lot’. However, most 
teachers indicated that they had witnessed effective environmental education during their 
professional experience by some individual teachers, as typified in the following comment: 

Those few who are interested in it keep doing it, and the rest of us just go 
with the flow. Until something happens that impacts us directly, we just keep 
going the way we are. 

Robottom et al. (2000, pg.157) have also raised this issue and concluded that ‘behind every 
successful environmental education program is a committed teacher’. Such findings indicate 



that individual commitment to environmental education, while not apparent among the 
majority of this group of primary school teachers, is a vital component with respect to the 
implementation of environmental education. 

Notwithstanding, many teachers indicated that they had not received any training in 
environmental education, as outlined by one informant: 

The opportunities are not there. When you do professional development, 
that’s not what we are in-servicing on. We’re in-servicing on other sorts of 
things. 

Most teachers indicated that they would undertake in-servicing in environmental education if 
it were available, although one informant, who was identified earlier as a committed 
environmental educator, saw it differently: 

I think it is more personal. We give them every opportunity at our place 
[school]. If they want to go to a workshop, everything is paid for. No 
commitment to follow up or report. It couldn’t be easier. Like the upcoming 
workshop organised, there is only one person who has expressed an interest. 

With this in mind, most primary school teachers in this sample did not consider ‘in-servicing’ 
in environmental education to be the major problem which was surprising considering the 
apparent low levels of understanding. These teachers were more concerned with other 
issues such as ‘constant change’ and ‘on-going professional demands’ as one informant 
explains: 

Teachers are not reading and discovering and discussing professionally. 
There are too many changes and demands. I can’t think of a week where 
something hasn’t impinged dramatically on me trying to teach. We lose days 
and days. Our knowledge and skill base is dropping, but it is not necessarily 
our fault. 

These pressures and their effect in Queensland were also reported by Andrews . To this 
extent, many teachers indicated that ‘there is no motivation and no reward’ to implement 
environmental education. Indeed, environmental education appears to be caught in a longer 
set of historical circumstances exemplified by the comment that there is a lack of ‘self-
motivation’ and ‘professionalism’ in teaching itself. This same informant explained that the 
only way in which environmental education could be improved is through teacher education 
and recognised professional status: 

Nobody should get out of teacher training unless they are bloody good. No 
flick and tick stuff. It is whether they can teach. In environmental education, 
we need a foundation to start building on. A mentor in the school. There 
needs to be some level of professionalism 

While I am sympathetic with this view, it collapses teachers’ content knowledge into 
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge in a way that prioritises teaching processes over what is 
taught. Thus, the barriers impeding the take-up of environmental education appear to be far 
more serious than a lack of resources and time constraints as identified by Spork (1992). In 
fact many teachers believed resources are available, as one informant explains: ‘the 
resources for environmental education are absolutely brilliant’. Further, while ‘time 
constraints’ were identified by some informants as a problem, others said ‘time is just 
something you manage. It is part of life.’ Several informants said ‘teachers and the system 
are the problem’. Such issues require further investigation. 



It is clear that the majority of this sample of primary school teachers have low levels of 
understanding in environmental education according to the criteria illustrated in Table 1.2. At 
the same time, these primary school teachers generally expressed concern for the 
environment and varying levels of interest in the environment. So that these issues can be 
properly understood, I now present data about teachers’ knowledge and beliefs in relation to 
the environment and environmental concepts. 

Teachers’ knowledge and beliefs about the environment and environmental concepts 

Many of the informants revealed a concern for the environment, although it was clearly 
stated that such concerns do not constitute a ‘crisis’, as one informant indicates: 

I don’t know about a crisis. I try to be optimistic. But I am personally fearful 
what we have done to the environment. But I don’t know about crisis, as there 
is a lot of awareness out there. 

On the other hand, some informants were quite pessimistic and openly said that they ‘did not 
maintain much hope for a better future’, such that one informant said: 

… it’s all about the big bucks, they don’t care about the environment. 
Everyone is saying their hands are tied. Well, if everyone’s hands are tied, 
Australia is going to be destroyed and so is the world. If everybody is of that 
attitude and doing their own thing, well the place is going to fall apart. 

Further, the majority of this sample said that they did not know much about the idea of an 
environmental crisis as typified in the following two comments: 

I don’t have enough in depth knowledge. I don’t know enough to give an 
opinion. 

I wouldn’t have a clue to be totally honest. I wouldn’t know how bad it is. I 
don’t know how serious the logging situation has become. I don’t know about 
the destruction of the Amazon rainforest. I know it happens and I know where 
it is, but I don’t know the impact it’s having. 

These remarks mirror some populist environmental issues. To gauge their awareness in 
more depth, the informants were asked if any particular environmental issue/s concerned 
them. In response, all informants identified at least one environmental issue. The majority of 
these informants identified issues such as the greenhouse effect, ozone layer depletion, 
pollution and biodiversity as issues that concerned them. 

The author sought to understand the informants’ perception of such environmental concepts. 
Most of this sample of primary school teachers openly admitted that they could not explain 
the various concepts in any detail. Some teachers attempted to define a concept and in 
doing so often revealed a low level of understanding, as typified in the following comment 
about the greenhouse effect: 

The greenhouse effect is to do with the ozone layer around the earth and 
gases emitted by various industries and cars. It rises into the ozone layer and 
concentrates over the poles. I read up on the greenhouse effect when I taught 
it and it was slightly different to this, but it has made holes over the artic and 
Antarctic and the suns rays penetrate through the holes in the ozone and the 
heat comes under the ozone layer and is not able to escape because of the 
gases. 



Clearly this particular informant confused elements of ozone depletion with the greenhouse 
effect. In fact, I queried the informant about possible confusion with the two terms: 

I probably do [confuse them] and in the past I may have mixed them up but 
as I go on I am learning. The information is always changing 

Two informants revealed a better understanding of the greenhouse effect, as typified in the 
following comment: 

The greenhouse effect is where a number of gases are given off from 
industry, and the environment itself. And [the gases] are caught in the earth’s 
atmosphere and they can’t escape and this causes a build-up of heat in the 
atmosphere. 

The author sought to determine the various teachers’ views about content knowledge and it 
significance in environmental education. The majority of teachers felt that content knowledge 
was not overly important, as displayed in the following explanation: 

I don’t think the content knowledge is vital. It would be really difficult to fill 
their heads with all this information and figures. You need hands on stuff 
rather than filling their heads with all the information. 

There is an implicit assumption here that ‘knowledge’ means transmission, the ‘empty-
vessel’ notion of ‘teaching’. This is perhaps a reflection of the teacher education theories 
learned by these informants during pre-service teacher education . Accordingly, it is not 
surprising that many informants indicated that ‘knowledge would come much later and was 
not needed at the primary school level’. The majority of informants revealed that ‘a positive 
attitude’ towards the environment is ‘definitely’ the most important characteristic to develop. 
Such a view suggests that these primary school teachers were primarily concerned with 
feelings and attitudes. This is consistent with the findings of ‘The Queensland School 
Reform Longitudinal Study’ stating that ‘after commitment to basic skills development, 
teachers valued social interaction goals as the second most highly rated set of goals’ . 
Notwithstanding, only one teacher indicated otherwise, and stated that the ‘changing of 
attitudes is the outcome we must achieve, but you can’t make those decisions without the 
knowledge and the concepts’. 

Once again, this apparent abandonment of knowledge among the majority of these 
informants is also consistent with the findings of ‘The Queensland School Reform 
Longitudinal Study’ which maintains that ‘teachers themselves actually rate basic skills as 
the highest of their priorities, and intellectual engagement and demand as the lowest’ . 

So that such data can be contextualised, I now briefly discuss the stage one data in relation 
to environmental literacy. 

Synthesising Comments 

Based upon the data presented, I assert that current primary school teachers are likely to be 
functioning at environmental illiteracy and/or nominal environmental literacy levels according 
to Table 1.2. This sample of primary school teachers as a group displayed little 
understanding of environmental issues and/or the idea of an environmental crisis. Some 
individuals were able to recognise basic terms, although misconceptions were present. 
Further, such teachers displayed varying levels of commitment to the environment and 
environmental education, with most informants only revealing an awareness and sensitivity 
towards the importance of natural systems and the human impacts on them. Several 



teachers did reveal individual commitments to environmental education, although only one 
teacher, who maintained an environmental background, displayed a functional level of 
environmental literacy. 

Based upon preliminary data analysis, it is apparent that the majority of this sample of 
primary school teachers have low levels of environmental literacy in accordance with Table 
1.2. This hypothesis will be further explored and elucidated in the stage two phase of data 
collection of this research project. Such an investigation is important because if these levels 
of environmental literacy are widespread, it is unlikely that the education system will produce 
an environmentally literate citizenry. I conclude that the introduction of environmental literacy 
in educational policy may advance the goals of environmental education, although such 
initiatives are unlikely to significantly change the current status of environmental education 
unless there is a system commitment to environmental education on the part of education 
departments and pre-service teacher education providers. 
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