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Unsustainability: Th e Role of 
Environmental Education   
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 Introduction 
 During the past 50 years or so—depending on 

where one fi nds oneself on the globe it could be 
longer or shorter—a whole range of instruments 
and mechanisms have evolved to address the loss of 
nature, environmental degradation, or, in a more 
general and contemporary term, unsustainability. 
Th ese instruments and mechanism include socio-
technological innovations (e.g., Spaargaren et al., 
2006), legislation and law (see www.hg.org/envi-
ron.html for an overview), policies (e.g., Caldwell, 
1984; Young, 1997), fi scal policy (e.g., Gupta, 
2002; L ó pez and Toman, 2006) and economic 
incentives (e.g., Ekins, 2000; M ä ler and Vincent, 
2005; van den Bergh, 2002), and social marketing 
(e.g., McKenzie-Mohr, 2000). In addition, both in 
parallel and intricately connected, environmental 
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   Abstract

In this chapter the role of education in creating a planet that is more sustainable than the one 

currently in prospect will be discussed from two vantage points: an instrumental one and an 

emancipatory one. The instrumental perspective emphasizes the potential of education in changing 

human environmental behavior in predetermined and more or less agreed upon directions. The 

emancipatory perspective, on the other hand, emphasizes the potential of education in strengthening 

people’s capacities and confidence to enable them to help determine how to live together in ways that 

do not further undermine the carrying capacity of the earth. Whereas the former, more behaviorist 

vantage point tends to have more support among environmentalists with a strong concern about 

the rapid loss of biodiversity, climate change, depletion of natural resources, and so on, the latter, 

more human development–oriented vantage point, tends to have more support among educators 

with a strong concern for self-determination, agency, and democracy. The chapter ends with the 

introduction of “post-normal” environmental education.  

 Key Words: environmental education, sustainable development, nature conservation education, 

emancipatory learning, instrumental learning, agency, participation, post-normal science  

communication, education, and learning have 
always played a role in fi nding an adequate response 
to what is nowadays seen as a global challenge. Th e 
signifi cance of these learning-based instruments has 
varied, though, from country to country but also 
within countries over time. Historically speaking, 
one could say that there has been an evolution from 
nature conservation education to environmental 
education (EE) to education for sustainable devel-
opment (ESD). 

 In this chapter a brief history of the role of edu-
cation in living more sustainably on this planet 
will be provided. Two distinct vantage points that 
have major implications for the purposes, processes, 
and evaluation strategies deemed appropriate will 
be used: (1) an instrumental utilitarian perspec-
tive (emphasizing the potential of education in 

C H A P T E R 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/09/12, NEWGEN

32_Clayton_Ch32.indd   62832_Clayton_Ch32.indd   628 6/9/2012   6:14:34 PM6/9/2012   6:14:34 PM



629Wals

changing human environmental behavior in prede-
termined and more or less agreed upon directions) 
and (2) an emancipatory human development per-
spective (emphasizing the potential of education in 
strengthening people’s capacities and confi dence to 
enable them to help determine how to live together 
in ways that do not further undermine the carrying 
capacity of the earth).  

  Nature Conservation Education 
 When trying to trace the beginnings of nature 

conservation education—while recognizing that 
such beginnings will vary from country to coun-
try—some scholars refer to events such as Petrarch’s 
climbing of Mont Ventoux centuries ago for no 
apparent reason other than to simply enjoy natural 
beauty and to experience the mountain just because 
it was there (O’Connell, 1983; Weiss, 2005). Others 
refer to the creation of national parks and state parks 
in many countries as a response to citizens’ becom-
ing concerned about the loss of nature. In some 
countries, such as the United States, this has hap-
pened already, when Yellowstone National Park in 
was created in 1872 “to promote and regulate the 
use of the . . . national parks . . . which purpose is to 
conserve the scenery and the natural and historic 
objects and the wild life therein and to provide for 
the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by 
such means as will leave them unimpaired for the 
enjoyment of future generations” (National Park 
Service, 1916). Similar movements took place at dif-
ferent points in time depending on a number of fac-
tors, including the prevailing political currents, the 
perceived pressures on what was considered nature 
or wilderness, and the power of the (mostly) elites 
who decided to spend much of their time and for-
tune on conservation. Th e national and state parks 
were often equipped with visitor centers to help visi-
tors understand, appreciate, and protect nature as 
one of two main purposes along with nature conser-
vation (Lemons, 2010). It must be noted here that 
nature conservation education and, more generally, 
the nature conservation movement as a whole tended 
to involve and engage the socioeconomically advan-
taged, paying little attention to those living in rural 
or urban poverty. Several scholars have discussed this 
issue; see, for instance, Henderson (1992) for an 
analysis of North America and Great Britain in this 
respect, Oyadomari (1989) for a Japanese perspec-
tive, or Spierenburg and Wels (2010) for a South 
African view of elitism in nature conservation. 

 A related but distinct nature conservation edu-
cation stream emerged around the same time or 

shortly thereafter when nature conservation and 
nature studies became a subject in many public 
school systems, often as a component of science 
education (Bodzin et al., 2010). Schools began tak-
ing children on excursions or fi eld trips to a local 
nature preserve or a local farm and tried to integrate 
such activities into the regular curriculum. In some 
countries special structures were designed to provide 
nature-oriented education for those, particularly 
young children, who were unable or hardly able to 
leave urban areas (Wals, 1982). In the Netherlands, 
for instance, the school gardens and city farms were 
created over 90 and 50 years ago, respectively, in cit-
ies such as Th e Hague, Rotterdam, and Amsterdam. 
Reconnecting citizens, children in particular, with 
nature and the sources of their food, and getting 
them into the outdoors, were some of the main 
objectives that in some cases intersected with an 
educational fi eld that evolved in parallel: outdoor 
education (Rickinson et al., 2004). People with 
backgrounds mostly in natural resources, ecology, 
or forest management were often responsible for 
creating edutainment (forms of education that are 
not perceived as such by the learner) that made dis-
covering, experiencing, and understanding the nat-
ural world both enjoyable and educational. Again 
it can be argued that schools paying attention to 
nature conservation, the outdoors, and the sources 
of food tended to be somewhat privileged, as they 
were able to provide and organize such educational 
experiences, whereas schools in poorer urban areas 
were not. 

 Much of this is still going on today, and is even 
getting renewed attention in countries where there 
is rapid urbanization and/or “virtualization” (e.g., 
human activity taking place in a virtual place), 
which results in a disconnect between people and 
the land (e.g., Louv, 2005; Kellert, 2005; Kahn 
& Kellert, 2002). Understanding and discovering 
nature and the web of life, how we aff ect nature and 
how nature aff ects us, where our food comes from, 
how our eating habits aff ect nature, and so on gen-
erally form the desired learning outcomes of these 
activities. In many urban areas around the world, 
these activities are increasingly connected to the rise 
of urban agriculture and the rebirth of school and 
community garden programs (e.g., Nettle, 2008; 
Doyle & Krasny, 2003). Another movement that 
seems to be supportive of nature (conservation) 
education can be coined the “nature as teacher” 
movement (e.g., Hall & Clover, 2005; Swan, 1992). 
Advocates of this stream claim that there are a lot of 
processes going on in the natural world that humans 
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630  Learning Our Way Out of Unsustainability

can benefi t from when seeking to live more lightly 
on this planet. Concepts frequently used by them 
include “resilience” (Krasny et al., 2010), “manag-
ing complex adaptive systems” (Allen et al., 1998; 
Rammel et al., 2007), and “ecological intelligence” 
(Goleman, 2009). Th e “nature as a teacher” move-
ment represents a “worldview derived from living 
systems, a framework for thinking where connec-
tions and relationships are paramount, where waste 
equals food, where we learn from Nature to close the 
loops and move from a linear to a circular economy. 
Without such a new framework for thinking, young 
people are powerless in the face of looming resource 
depletion, climate change and societal disruption” 
(Walker, 2009, in reviewing the popular 2008 book 
 Sense and Sustainability: Educating for a Low Carbon 
World  by Ken Webster and Craig Johnson). 

 Although the level of government support has 
fl uctuated over time, nature (conservation) edu-
cation remains in place today, in part because of 
new justifi cations stemming from concerns about 
the decline of public health (e.g., the rise of obe-
sity and ADHD) for which the outdoors and con-
tact with nature are increasingly seen as providing 
a part of the solution. In the 1980s, well before the 
age of wireless and handheld technology, Kaplan 
and Kaplan pointed out that experiences in nature 
can restore people’s ability to concentrate. Th ey 
introduced attention restoration theory (ART) to 
help explain this phenomenon (Kaplan & Kaplan, 
1989). More recently this has been reaffi  rmed by 
Richard Louv (2005) in his popular book  Last Child 
in the Woods,  which details a number of additional 
benefi ts as well.  

  Environmental Education 
 Environmental education is obviously related 

to nature conservation education, but there is an 
important diff erence in that it transcends issues of 
nature, biodiversity, and ecology to also and fore-
most include issues of environmental degradation, 
environmental health, pollution, and so on that 
have a lot to do with the way we live, produce, and 
consume. Th ere are many roots of environmental 
education and several founding “fathers” (Gough, 
1994, 1997) who can be credited with promoting 
concepts of environmental education both within 
Europe and North America. Some refer to land-
mark publications such as Rachel Carson’s (1962) 
 Silent Spring  or the “Limits to Growth” report of 
the Club of Rome (Meadows et al., 1972) and envi-
ronmental disasters such as the 1952 London smog 
disaster and 1969 burning of the Cuyahoga River in 

Ohio, as key triggers of an educational response to 
a looming environmental crisis. In North America, 
Bill Stapp’s coauthored article on “the concept of 
environmental education” in the fi rst volume of the 
 Journal of Environmental Education  is often referred 
to as the starting point of environmental education 
(Stapp et al., 1969). Others might refer to key inter-
national conferences organized by UNESCO and 
UNEP (e.g., UNESCO-UNEP, 1978, 1997) on 
the relationship between humans and their environ-
ment and the role of education. 

 Many educational policies of a variety of govern-
ments across the globe call for the integration of EE 
in the formal education system. Th ey stress the role 
of education in developing a support base for envi-
ronmental policy and legislation, but also as a means 
to infl uence citizens’ environmental behaviors. At 
the same time business and industry have also dis-
covered EE and, indeed, environmental communi-
cation as a public relations tool. Some sponsor the 
production of EE materials, some donate money 
to EE organizations, and some employ their own 
EE or environmental communication offi  cers or 
consultants. It is clear that the worldwide devel-
opment of EE in formal and nonformal educa-
tion is ongoing. Perhaps it is useful here to make 
a distinction between EE and environmental com-
munication. Whereas EE tends to focus on active 
learning processes, usually but not exclusively using 
formal education as a point of departure, that seek 
to engage citizens in environmental issues, environ-
mental communication tends to focus on inform-
ing citizens about environmental issues or, more 
profoundly, persuading them to think or act in a 
certain environmental way. Environmental com-
munication tends to take place outside of the for-
mal education contexts. In this chapter, EE and its 
younger cousin, education for sustainable develop-
ment, will be central. Both EE and environmental 
communication have their own scholarly journals 
and distinct but overlapping histories and concep-
tualizations. Th e relatively young  Journal of Applied 
Environmental Education and Communication  tries 
to bring the two fi elds together in one platform for 
both scholars and practitioners. 

 One could argue that with the emergence of 
EE about 40 years ago, nature conservation edu-
cation gradually became a part of EE, although in 
many countries nature education (e.g., Sobel, 1996, 
2008), biodiversity education (e.g., Gayford, 2000), 
and outdoor education (e.g., Redmond et al., 2009) 
continue to exist as educational approaches with 
nature as a focal point and as a backdrop for learning. 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/09/12, NEWGEN

32_Clayton_Ch32.indd   63032_Clayton_Ch32.indd   630 6/9/2012   6:14:34 PM6/9/2012   6:14:34 PM



631Wals

Outdoor education programs are somewhat distinct 
from nature education programs, as they tend to 
emphasize personal development over discover-
ing, understanding, and connecting with nature. 
An analysis of the content of EE shows that there 
are at least two strands that diff er in the emphasis 
placed on the importance of people’s experiences 
with nature (Wals, 1994). One strand closely iden-
tifi es with the purposes and contents of the original 
nature conservation education. Advocates of this 
strand maintain that without experiencing nature, 
people will not come to appreciate, value, and pro-
tect it. Since people are less willing to preserve or 
conserve what they do not appreciate or value, any 
environmental education program that does not 
provide learners with nature experiences is likely to 
fail. Th e development of values and an environmen-
tal ethic is oftentimes also considered foundational 
for citizens’ environmental behavior (Stern & Dietz, 
1994; Palmer, 2006). Development of a sense of 
place and connectedness to place is considered piv-
otal. A related spin-off  of environmental education 
that makes this the central theme of all its activi-
ties is so-called place-based education (Gruenewald 
& Smith, 2008; Smith, 2002; Hutchison, 2004; 
Rosenthal, 2008). 

 Advocates of another strand hold that humanity 
is facing severe environmental deterioration deeply 
rooted in, among other things, inequity and “growth 
thinking” that threatens our very existence on this 
planet. Th ey argue we need to act now and not shy 
away from addressing the root causes of environmen-
tal degradation that lie in how people, organizations, 
and companies behave and the kinds of values our 
economic systems promote at the expense of others 
(Huckle, 1999). Environmental education needs to 
focus on environmental problem-solving and has a 
responsibility in opening up avenues for critiquing 
existing value systems and economic models (see, 
for instance, Huckle, 1999; Plant, 1998). In this 
view, nature experiences are enjoyable and nature 
conservation is important, but if we are going to 
do something about things such as overpopulation, 
overconsumption, and runaway climate change, we 
need to directly address the local manifestations 
of these global problems in our schools and our 
nonformal and informal education. Th is strand of 
EE tends to be more politicized, as it often invites 
learners to refl ect on and critique underlying, often 
taken-for-granted values that arguably cause these 
global environmental issues. 

 In both strands, somewhat conveniently jux-
taposed here, there is a danger of environmental 

education becoming an instrument designed to 
infl uence people’s values, moral position, and beha-
vior in a predetermined and expert-driven direction. 
It is exactly this instrumental use of environmental 
education that is critiqued by those who emphasize 
that we are talking about  education  and not about 
training, conditioning, or even manipulation. 
Before discussing the diff erent conceptualizations of 
“education” and “learning” within EE, the emergent 
fi eld of education for sustainable development will 
be introduced, as it is increasingly seen as the mod-
ern interpretation or even the successor of EE.  

  Education for Sustainable Development 
 Education for sustainable development (ESD) is 

not so much rooted in local contexts and traditions, 
but rather can be seen as a result of international 
policy agreements and new forms of governance that 
emphasize citizen involvement in visioning and deci-
sion-making. Arguably ESD has its roots in Earth 
summits, such as the United Nations Conference 
on Environment and Development (UNCED), 
also referred to as Th e Earth Summit, which was 
held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. and UNCED plus 
10 which was held in Johannesburg in 2002, and 
related international documents and support struc-
tures, such as Agenda 21 (United Nations, 1992). 
Th e momentum created in the international pol-
icy arena led to the creation of the United Nations’ 
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
(DESD, 2005–2014), of which UNESCO is the 
lead agency. Th e history of this emerging fi eld is 
thus far shorter than nature conservation education 
and EE and spans just over a decade. Th e current 
emphasis on sustainability, sustainable develop-
ment, and sustainable life support systems, which 
recognizes the link between environmental and 
social equity, is leading to a shift, at least in some 
parts of the world, from EE to education for sus-
tainable development (ESD). 

 In many countries ESD builds upon EE struc-
tures and policies that were already in place, some-
times well before the fi rst Earth summit, held in Rio 
de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992. Th is is especially the case 
in countries that interpret EE broadly to include 
social, economic, and political dimensions (e.g., in 
some Latin American and southern African coun-
tries). Lotz-Sisitka (2004) illustrated this when she 
wrote, “[Many African countries always have had 
to focus on] issues of development, survival, liveli-
hoods, improved quality of education and improved 
quality of life, and more sustainable living practices. 
It is perhaps for this reason that environmental 
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educators in southern Africa have long been con-
cerned with environmental education processes that 
are processes of social change” (p. 10). Similarly 
Brazilian Gadotti (2008) emphasized the politi-
cal nature of societal change toward sustainability 
when arguing that current education and educa-
tional institutions pose barriers for moving toward 
sustainable development (SD) as they tend to rein-
force the principles and values of an unsustainable 
lifestyle and economy. He argued for an economy 
that is not centered on free market, profi t, and con-
tinuous growth. Instead he favored a “solidarity 
economy,” which incorporates principles of inclu-
sion and social emancipation and identifi es sustain-
ability and solidarity are emergent and convergent 
themes. Gadotti proposed that without social mobi-
lization against the current economic model, edu-
cation for sustainable development (ESD) will not 
reach its goals. 

 Th e shift from EE to ESD is not entirely without 
controversy, as has been documented in an entire 
volume of the Canadian  Journal of Environmental 
Education  (2009), but also in the results of the 
online ESDebate on education for sustainable devel-
opment (Hesselink et al., 2000), and more recently 
in the Mid-DESD review (Wals, 2009).  

  Interpretations of EE and ESD 
 Th ere are diff erent interpretations of ESD both 

in terms of content and educational process and 
in terms of how ESD relates to EE and indeed to 
other so-called adjectival educations, such as health 
education, citizenship education, global education, 
development education, consumer education, and 
the latest kid on the block, climate change edu-
cation. Th ere are narrow and broad interpreta-
tions of ESD, just as we have seen in the past with 
interpretations of EE. When viewed broadly, ESD 
stresses the link between the environmental and the 
socio-cultural, between the local and the global, the 
past-present and future, and the human and the 
non-human world. Narrow interpretations tend to 
emphasize the environmental and ecological dimen-
sion of SD.      

 Figure 32.1 illustrates how ESD and EE relate 
to each other from a content perspective. Th e fi gure 
shows that when both EE and ESD are interpreted 
broadly to include the political, social, cultural, and 
economic (EE+ and ESD+), they become almost 
synonymous. Interestingly enough, when inter-
preted narrowly (EE- and ESD-) to focus mainly 
on the environmental and the ecological, they also 
become almost synonymous. EE in the Tbilisi spirit 

(UNESCO-UNEP, 1978) is generally considered 
EE+, while ESD as described in UNESCO docu-
ments is generally considered ESD+ especially when 
related to all the Millennium Development Goals 
(and not just to MDG number 7, which focuses 
on environmental sustainability). In the middle of 
the fi gure, where ESD and EE appear most distinct, 
we fi nd that EE is seen as strongly emphasizing the 
environmental and ecological dimension content-
wise (the lower part of the circle), whereas ESD 
is seen as strongly emphasizing the political and 
socio-cultural, including the economic dimension 
content-wise (the upper part of the circle). Indeed 
there are countries around the world, such as the 
Netherlands, where there are separate EE and ESD 
policies that fall under the responsibility of diff erent 
ministries. 

 Another way of looking at ESD and EE and the 
way they relate would be to look at the kinds of 
 learning processes  used and  the type of aims pursued . 
A critical question that is continuously asked in EE 
and ESD but in other educational fi elds as well is: 
What are or should we be changing or developing in 
learners? Or, alternatively, how can we create opti-
mal conditions and support mechanisms that allow 
citizens, young and old, to develop themselves in the 
face of change? Th e fi rst question has instrumental 
connotations, whereas the second one has emanci-
patory ones. Th e diff erence between the questions 
may appear small but, as we will see, speak to a large 
issue (see also Wals & van der Leij, 1997; Jickling & 
Wals, 2008). When education in a range of settings, 
formal, informal, and nonformal, is employed to 
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 Figure 32.1      Diff erent Interpretations of ESD and EE and Th eir 
Relationship from a Content Perspective.  
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somehow aff ect citizens young and old, we need to 
ask questions about the role of education in society. 
Th ere is no consensus about this role. Two perspec-
tives are particularly relevant here: the instrumental 
perspective and the emancipatory perspective. Both 
diff er in the degree to which the learners have a say 
in what and how they learn but also in what they 
are learning for. On the one extreme, education and 
learning are mostly expert driven (where there is 
a strong sense of what is “right,” what needs to be 
done, and a high degree of confi dence and certainty 
in both the current knowledge base and the kind of 
behavior that is needed), while on the other extreme 
education and learning are mostly issue and process 
driven (where there is a strong sense of empowering, 
involving, and engaging learners in issues that aff ect 
them and/or others, and less certainty about the 
current knowledge base and the kind of behavior 
that is needed). Both perspectives will be elaborated 
upon in the next sections. 

  An Instrumental Perspective 
 Around the world EE has fi rst and foremost 

gained importance because of its potential to con-
tribute to the resolution of environmental issues 
and not because of its potential to contribute to 
democratic and emancipatory human development 
(Wals et al., 1999). It can be argued that the envi-
ronmental justifi cation of EE has, at least until now, 
outweighed the pedagogical justifi cation. Similarly, 
this is the case in ESD, although some would argue 
that the sustainability focus in ESD assumes that 
issues of democracy, equity, and participation “auto-
matically” come into play. 

 Much EE around the world aims at chang-
ing learner behavior that often is broadly defi ned 
to include attitudes, beliefs, and values. Many EE 
researchers and practitioners are trying to instru-
mentally structure the content and process of EE 
by using hierarchical levels of universal goals and 
measurable objectives or learning outcomes (see, 
e.g., Hungerford & Volk, 1990). It is no surprise 
that within EE that seeks to change “learner beha-
vior,” the establishment of knowledge and aware-
ness of nature and environment, and the application 
of what is learned, are considered essential steps in 
the learning process. At the same time evaluation 
of the extent to which these goals are reached is 
considered crucial for determining the success of 
EE and for justifying government spending on EE. 
Early EE was informed by insights from behaviorist 
social psychology that assumed a more or less lin-
ear causality between environmental awareness and 

environmental behavior (Fishbein & Azjen, 1980) 
suggesting that an increase in environmental aware-
ness would lead to more responsible environmental 
behavior. Th is assumed linearity between knowl-
edge-awareness-behavior has shown to be weak 
(Hannigan, 1995, p. 236), and attitude-behavior 
models have since then been revised to include a 
number of additional factors and feedback loops 
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, 2008; Ajzen et 
al., 2009; Ajzen & Manstead, 2007; Fishbein & 
Azjen, 2010). Just providing information, raising 
awareness, and changing attitudes apparently is not 
enough to change people’s behavior. People’s envi-
ronmental behaviors are far too complex and con-
textual to be captured by a simple causal model. 

 Th is complexity is illustrated by Glasser (2007), 
who showed that even though people have a famil-
iarity with a problems related to what he calls eco-
cultural unsustainability, they still choose to not 
respond or to respond ineff ectively. He pointed 
out that citizens can have diff erent predispositions 
toward unsustainability, including (1) having no 
idea that a potentially serious problem exists; (2) 
honestly believing that a “problem” is not a problem; 
(3) denying the existence of a problem by simply 
wishing it away or by ignoring the information (this 
includes  educated incapacity,  an acquired or learned 
inability to perceive a problem); (4) accepting the 
existence of a problem, but perceiving it as easily 
surmountable; (5) accepting the existence of a prob-
lem, but perceiving other problems or issues to take 
a higher priority; (6) failing to generate adequate 
support for action; and (7) taking action, but the 
chosen action proves to be inadequate, mismatched 
to the problem, or unsuccessful (Glasser, 2007, p. 
55). He called for research that can help determine 
what learning levers might work best in overcoming 
these predispositions. 

 Two fi nal observations about instrumental 
approaches to EE. First, the kind of research that 
takes place in this context can be called “evidence-
based” for the most part, as researchers, commis-
sioned by policy makers and funders of EE, tend 
to call for evidence that shows that EE is leading to 
more environmentally responsible behavior. Many 
studies have been conducted over the past 40 years 
or so to see how environmental education activities 
infl uence learner behavior (including knowledge, 
understanding, attitudes, awareness, values, actions, 
etc.); some examples can be found in Ramsey (1993), 
Ramsey & Hungerford (1989), Rickinson (2001), 
Hines et al. (1986), and Zelezny (1999). Th e num-
ber of longitudinal studies is rather limited, not in 
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the least because of the methodological challenges 
such studies encounter, but some are based on the 
analysis of signifi cant life experiences (e.g., Tanner, 
1980, 1998; Chawla, 1998a, 1998b) and on retro-
spective program evaluations (e.g., Kellert, 1998; 
Knapp & Benton, 2005, 2006). Liddicoat and 
Krasny (in press) discuss both strands of longitudi-
nal research and discuss some of the methodological 
challenges which in part stem from the time that 
has passed since learners were engaged in EE activi-
ties and all that happened to them in between. 

 A second point to be made with respect to the 
instrumental perspective on EE is of a more polit-
ical nature. Ironically, scholars from both the Left 
and from the Right have criticized EE that seeks to 
change learner behavior in a pre- and expertly deter-
mined direction. In the late 1990s people represent-
ing conservative think tanks provided some strong 
criticism of EE as they claimed the fi eld was alarm-
ist, anti-business, catastrophic, and unscientifi c 
(Sanera & Shaw, 1996; Sanera, 1998). Greg Smith 
(2000) pointed out that much of the criticism at the 
time appeared aimed at diminishing legitimate con-
cerns about issues such as global climate change and 
biodiversity loss by focusing on the alleged failure 
of environmental educators to present confl icting 
scientifi c evidence, a failure linked to their avowed 
desire to turn their students into environmental 
activists. Th e conservative voices emphasized that 
EE should focus on facts and not on fear and that 
environmental educators should be educators, not 
indoctrinators. Th e response to this criticism was 
in part one of denial (we are objective educators, 
and we don’t focus just on fear but also on love for 
nature, etc.) and in part one of “throwing the ball 
back” by arguing that these conservative voices had 
their own political agenda, which was to represent 
the interests of big business. Criticism from another 
corner is best captured by the emancipatory per-
spective introduced in the next section.  

  An Emancipatory Perspective 
 Besides questions about the relationship between 

knowledge, awareness and understanding of envi-
ronmental issues, and citizens’ environmental beha-
vior, leading to some doubts about an instrumental 
focus of EE or ESD, for that matter, on these behav-
ioral components, there are other concerns. Th ese 
concerns come mostly from educators and/or crit-
ical pedagogues who challenge a focus of EE and 
ESD on behavioral change. Th ey argue that edu-
cation should above all be formative and focus on 
the kind of capacity-building and critical thinking 

that will help citizens understand what is going on 
in society, ask critical questions, and determine for 
themselves what needs to be done in light of inev-
itable uncertainty with respect to what is consid-
ered “right” (Mayer & Tschapka, 2008; Jickling 
& Wals, 2008). From this vantage point the idea 
of infl uencing people’s environmental behavior in 
a predetermined way contradicts the very founda-
tion of education and borders on indoctrination. 
Education is considered more literally in its origi-
nal Latin meaning of  educare,  which is guiding into, 
facilitating, helping develop, and exploring the self 
and personal growth and competence development. 
As such, education is more about equipping people 
to make sense of the world and to make their own 
judgments. 

 If a key function of education is fostering self-
determination, agency, and autonomous thinking 
about, among other things, environmental issues, 
then it would be contradictory to prescribe behav-
ioral outcomes that a learning activity or sequence 
of activities needs to trigger. Instead, proponents of 
an emancipatory perspective argue that education, 
EE and ESD inclusive, has a role in developing 
so-called dynamic qualities (Posch, 1991): capaci-
ties or competencies that allow people to critique, 
construct, and act with a high degree of autonomy 
and self-determination. At the same time, such 
qualities are considered necessary for citizens to be 
able to cope with uncertainty, poorly defi ned situ-
ations, and confl icting or at least diverging norms, 
values, interests, and reality constructions. Posch 
(1991) wrote in an OECD-ENSI publication, 
“Professional, public and private life has become 
increasingly complex, with divergent and even con-
tradictory demands on the individual [who lives] 
within an increasingly pluralistic value system. 
Above all, it is necessary to look beyond everyday 
normalities and to search for ethically acceptable 
options for responsible action” (p. 12). Th is is one 
of the things that sets education apart from train-
ing and conditioning and makes the prescription of 
particular lifestyles or (codes of ) behavior problem-
atic as it stifl es creativity, homogenizes thinking, 
narrows choices, and limits autonomous thinking 
and degrees of self-determination. 

 So in short, an instrumental approach assumes 
that a desired behavioral outcome of an EE activ-
ity is known, is more or less agreed upon, and can 
be infl uenced by carefully designed interventions. 
An emancipatory approach, on the other hand, 
assumes that the dynamics in our current world 
are such that citizens need to become engaged in 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/09/12, NEWGEN

32_Clayton_Ch32.indd   63432_Clayton_Ch32.indd   634 6/9/2012   6:14:35 PM6/9/2012   6:14:35 PM



635Wals

an active dialogue to establish co-owned objectives, 
shared meanings, and a joint, self-determined plan 
of action to make changes they themselves consider 
desirable and of which the government hopes they 
ultimately contribute to a more sustainable society 
as a whole (Wals & Jickling, 2002). In terms of 
education process or the type of learning promoted, 
conventional interpretations focus on expand-
ing knowledge and understanding through classic 
forms of instruction (transmission-based), which 
can be more easily linked to the instrumental per-
spective, and more contemporary ones that stress 
the importance of interaction, dialogue, refl ection, 
and moving beyond the cognitive (transformation-
based). Th e latter interpretations have a better fi t 
with the emancipatory perspective. Again, similar 
patterns can be seen in the way EE has been inter-
preted over time along these two distinguishing 
features. Figure 32.2 shows that both EE and ESD 
can be interpreted more instrumentally and more 
emancipatorily and that the more emancipatory 
perspective tends to open spaces for new forms of 
learning, whereas the more traditional instrumental 
perspective tends to rely more on knowledge trans-
fer, training, and instruction. Th e fi gure also shows 
that both EE and ESD can be interpreted in a sim-
ilar way and when they are, they become synony-
mous (Wals, 2010).      

 Just like within the instrumental orientation, 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of EE and ESD 
activities is equally crucial within the emancipa-
tory orientation. Typically M&E strategies that are 
appropriate for a more emancipatory orientation 
focus less on what changes in learners and more on 
the quality of the learning process and on the condi-
tions under which the learning takes place (Wals et 
al., 2009). Th e question is not so much “How does 
this EE activity change the learner’s environmental 
behavior in all its expressions?” but rather “Are the 
conditions in which the learning activity takes place 
such that a change in learner behavior is likely in 
the fi rst place?” M&E of this kind tends to be more 
of a formative (improving the processes and condi-
tions) nature than of a summative nature (assessing 
the product of the learning). Emancipatory M&E 
strategies tend to be refl exive, with ample space 
for emerging questions, participant voices, collab-
orative learning, and the blurring of theory and 
practice (van Mierlo et al., 2010). A critique of the 
emancipatory orientation comes from policy mak-
ers who call for “hard” measurable results that show 
environmental improvement, which is not what this 
type of M&E tends to be after.   

  Post-Normal Environmental Education 
  Th e Risk Society

  Both within EE and ESD, the emancipatory per-
spective appears to be gaining momentum, not only 
because it is education we are talking about, but also 
because of the seemingly inevitable lack of clarity 
and the uncertainty about what the “best” behavior 
is from an environmental or sustainability point of 
view. What if citizens who are taught to behave in 
a particular way fi nd out later that this was not the 
“right” way after all? What if a certain behavior that 
might appear sustainable in one part of the world 
turns out to be highly unsustainable in another part 
of the world? Th is sentiment gained momentum 
when Ulrich Beck (1992, 2008) introduced the 
idea of the “risk society.” Beck argued that the prin-
ciples on which our modern industrial society are 
founded, such as the need for continuous growth 
fueled by materialism and related consumerism, are 
beginning to turn against us. He introduced the 
idea of the “risk society” to indicate that lifestyles, 
behaviors, exploitation mechanisms, and produc-
tion systems associated with the industrial society 
lead to more and more risks. Related trends, such 
as globalization and individualization, are com-
pounding these risks and amplifying the complex-
ity of society, resulting in increased insecurity and 
unpredictability. 

 Dillon and Wals (in press) pointed out that 
what is typical of the risk society is that this insecu-
rity and unpredictability stem from unintentional 
and (in part) unforeseen changes to (eco)systems. 
Society is constantly in motion and citizens are fac-
ing problems and challenges for which there are no 
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ready-made solutions, such as Can organic agricul-
ture feed the growing world population or is the use 
of genetically modifi ed organisms inevitable? Is the 
increasing infertility in men a consequence of our 
modern lifestyles and eating habits? Is fertility in 
fact decreasing? Is there an ADHD epidemic or not? 
Has the Deepwater Horizon oil spill led to irrevers-
ible ecological damage or will nature heal itself? and 
so on, do not have single, simple, and agreed upon 
answers that lead to the associated desired behaviors 
that can be confi dently prescribed (Wals & Dillon, 
in press). In their edited volume on education and 
climate change, Kagawa and Selby (2010) suggested 
that a risk society has consequences for the way we 
educate: “As a fundamental contribution to climate 
change [prevention and adaptation], it seems that 
educational spaces should build a culture of learn-
ing awash with uncertainty and in which uncer-
tainty provokes transformative yet precautionary 
commitment rather than paralysis” (p. 243). 

 Environmental and sustainability issues have 
a number of characteristics that can be linked to 
Beck’s risk society, including:

–        indeterminacy (the impossibility of knowing 
in advance what the best course of action is);  

–       value-ladenness (the crucial position of values 
in aff ecting behaviors, lifestyles, and systems);  

–       controversy (the lack and impossibility of full 
agreement or consensus among and even within all 
stakeholders);  

–       uncertainty (not being able to predict the exact 
or even near-exact impact of a chosen strategy or 
action);    

–     complexity (the messy interactions between 
variables or of a whole range of variables operating at 
diff erent intertwined scales) (Peters & Wals, 2012).     

  Post-Normal Science 
 Th ese characteristics have consequences for edu-

cation, teaching, and learning in general but per-
haps for those concerned with environmental and 
sustainability issues in particular. Funtowicz and 
Ravetz (1993) have introduced the concept of post-
normal science to indicate that we are entering an 
era in which uncertainty, contestation, complex-
ity, and indeterminacy are becoming the norm. 
Whereas in “normal” science the primary goal was 
to reduce and control uncertainty and complexity 
and to unveil universal truths that could authorita-
tively be disseminated without questions asked, this 
is no longer possible, if it ever was, and not even 
desirable. In post-normal science, uncertainty is not 

banished but is managed, and values are not presup-
posed but are made explicit (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 
1993). Funtowicz and Ravetz (1993) suggested that 
active involvement of citizens in post-normal sci-
ence aimed at situation improvement is crucial:

  Th e dynamic of resolution of policy issues in post-
normal science involves the inclusion of an ever-
growing set of legitimate participants in the process 
of quality assurance of the scientifi c inputs. . . . In 
post-normal science, the manifold uncertainties in 
both products and processes require that the relative 
importance of persons becomes enhanced. Hence 
the establishment of the legitimacy and competence 
of participants will inevitably involve broader 
societal and cultural institutions and movements. 
(p. 753)   

 Agency and participation are key concepts from 
a post-normal science perspective. 

 Arguably agency and participation have been 
central concepts in strands of education as well. 
We can go back to John Dewey’s work almost 100 
years ago. Dewey spoke of the role of democracy 
in fi nding balance between individualization and a 
sense of community and belonging. According to 
Dewey, democracy in education is crucial in real-
izing a sense of self, a sense of other, and a sense 
of community. Democracy in education, he argued, 
requires and creates space for self-determination, 
and greater degrees of autonomous thinking in a 
social context (Dewey, 1916/1966). In EE, too, 
agency and participation have been central concepts 
on the more emancipatory end of the continuum. 
Reid et al. (2008) edited an entire volume on par-
ticipation and learning in the context of education 
in relation to environment, health, and sustainabil-
ity. Th e post-normal perspective, however, provides 
a new perspective on participation and learning as 
the earlier-mentioned characteristics of environ-
mental and sustainability issues call for new forms 
of interactions between a whole range of stakehold-
ers representing numerous interests, values, and 
perspectives.  

  Learning in Post-Normal Times 
 Peters and Wals (2012) referred to a whole range 

of emerging forms of learning that appear highly rele-
vant here, including trans-disciplinary learning (e.g., 
Klein, 2000; Somerville & Rapport, 2000), transform-
ative learning (e.g., Cranton, 2006; Mezirow & Taylor, 
2009), cross-boundary learning (e.g., Levin, 2004), 
anticipatory learning (e.g., Tschakert & Dietrich, 
2010), action learning (e.g., Marquardt, 1999; Cho 
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& Marshall Egan, 2009), and social learning (e.g., 
Pahl-Wostl & Hare, 2004; Keen et al., 2005; Wals, 
2007). Th ese forms of learning show a high family 
resemblance in that they (see also Wals et al., 2009; 
Wals, 2010):

   -     consider learning as more than merely 
knowledge-based;  

  -     maintain that the quality of interaction with 
others and of the environment in which learning 
takes place is crucial;  

  -     focus on existentially relevant or “real” issues 
essential for engaging learners;  

  -     view learning as inevitably trans-disciplinary, 
“transperspectival” and trans-boundary in that it 
cannot be captured by a single discipline and by a 
single perspective and that it requires “boundary 
crossing” (Blackwell et al., 2009);  

  -     regard indeterminacy as a central feature of 
the learning process in that it is not and cannot be 
known exactly what will be learned ahead of time 
and that learning goals are likely to shift as learning 
progresses;    

-     consider such learning as cross-boundary in 
that it cannot be confi ned to the dominant struc-
tures and spaces that have shaped education for 
centuries.    

 Learning in post-normal times requires “hybrid-
ity” and synergy between multiple actors and 
the blurring of formal and informal education. 
Opportunities for this type of learning expand 
with an increased permeability between units, dis-
ciplines, generations, cultures, institutions, and 
sectors. Th rough this hybridity and synergy, new 
spaces might open up that will allow for transfor-
mation and situation improvement to take place. 
Such space includes space for alternative paths of 
development, space for new ways of thinking, 
valuing, and doing, space for participation mini-
mally distorted by power relations, space for plu-
ralism, diversity, and minority perspectives, space 
for deep consensus but also for respectful disagree-
ment and diff erences, space for autonomous and 
deviant thinking, space for self-determination, and 
fi nally, space for contextual diff erences (Wals, 2010; 
Wals & Dillon, in press; Peters & Wals, in press). 
Learning from a post-normal perspective, much like 
Mezirow and Taylor’s (2009) idea of transformative 
learning, is a process of “becoming critically aware 
of one’s own tacit assumptions and expectations 
and those of others and assessing their relevance for 
making an interpretation” (p. 4), “which enables us 
to recognize, reassess, and modify the structures of 

assumptions and expectations that frame our tacit 
points of view and infl uence our thinking, beliefs, 
attitudes and actions” (p. 18). 

 Post-normal environmental or, if you will, sus-
tainability educators are beginning to pay attention 
to the rise of the cocreation of interactive meth-
ods and new forms of knowledge in policy-mak-
ing and natural resource management involving a 
wide range of societal actors representing diff erent 
interests, perspectives, and values but facing similar 
challenges. Although these diff erences are viewed as 
problematic by some, they are seen as crucial by oth-
ers. Educational psychologists long have argued and 
shown that learning requires some form of (internal) 
confl ict or dissonance (Berlyne, 1965; Festinger, 
1957; Piaget, 1964). Exposure to alternative ways 
of seeing, framing, and interpreting can be a pow-
erful way of creating such dissonance. However, for 
some this may lead to too much dissonance and a 
defensive response, which leads to a tighter hold on 
a person’s prior way of seeing things, while for oth-
ers it might lead to a reconsidering of one’s views 
and the adoption or cocreation of a new one. When 
introduced carefully, dissonance can lead to, to bor-
row a key concept from Martin Scheff er (2009), a 
tipping point in one’s thinking. Such tipping points 
appear necessary to generate new thinking that can 
unfreeze minds and break with existing routines and 
systems (Wals, 2010). Recently Krasny, Plummer, 
and Lundholm (2010) edited a collection of papers 
in the journal  Environmental Education Research  on 
what the fi eld of EE can learn from resilience in 
social-ecological systems. 

 Based on a synthesis of contributions to an 
edited volume on social learning toward a sustain-
able world, Wals (2007) distills four features of 
social learning that appear promising in the context 
of learning and educating in times of uncertainty 
and the looming sustainability crisis: (1) the value 
of diff erence and diversity in energizing people, 
introducing dissonance, and unleashing creativity; 
(2) the importance of both refl ection and refl exiv-
ity; (3) the power of social cohesion and social cap-
ital in creating change in complex situations loaded 
with uncertainty, and (4) the power of collabora-
tive action that strengthens the (unique) qualities 
of each individual. As sustainability and sustaina-
ble development are increasingly seen as emerging 
properties of collaborative learning, the creation of 
a more sustainable world above all requires  learning,  
and not just any learning, but learning that leads 
to a new kind of thinking, alternative values, and 
cocreated, creative solutions, co-owned by more 
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refl exive citizens, living in a more refl exive and resil-
ient society.   

  Monitoring and Evaluation 
 In this chapter a distinction has been made 

between instrumental and emancipatory interpreta-
tions of EE and indeed of its younger cousin ESD. 
Both strands are pursuing diff erent types of goals 
and therefore will require diff erent monitoring and 
evaluation strategies. Th e post-normal perspective 
introduced in the previous section aligns better 
with emancipatory interpretations of EE, as it sees 
sustainability and sustainable living as relational, 
emergent, dynamic, and inevitably indeterminate. 
As a result, post-normal monitoring and evalua-
tion strategies tend to focus on the quality of the 
processes taking place and of the conditions under 
which these processes take place. Th e question is not 
so much “Are people developing the attitudes, social 
norms, values, behaviors, and so on that we have 
identifi ed as the ones that are most desirable?” but 
rather “Are the conditions under which participants 
live, work, create, and so on together such that they 
become actively engaged sustainability issues and 
more competent in dealing addressing them?” Th e 
former, more instrumental question is of a more 
summative nature, whereas the latter is more of a 
formative nature in seeking to optimize the condi-
tions for learning and building capacity. 

 But how can we know whether the capacity 
of individuals, organizations, and networks for 
contributing to social learning processes that are 
aimed at sustainable development are actually being 

developed and utilized? Th e learning process of the 
actors, organizations, and networks often generates 
all kinds of “soft” results that, at fi rst glance, appear 
to have little to do with sustainability but may be 
essential to creating a sustainable society (consider: 
social cohesion, empathy, involvement, cooperation, 
and the like; Wals, 2007; Wals et al., 2009). Taking 
these “soft” results seriously has implications for the 
way policies aiming to move communities, organi-
zations, citizens, and so on toward sustainability are 
framed. Th e policy of, for example, a municipality 
or a company should not only include measurable 
and tangible outcomes using sets of indicators but 
also include a number of clear-cut and accountable 
process goals. Factors such as reducing the amount 
of litter in the neighborhood or saving energy within 
a company can be made measurable. Even matters 
such as “a sustainable neighborhood” and “corpo-
rate social responsibility” can be made measurable 
by means of checklists and indicators, particularly 
when these checklists and indicators are the result 
of an interactive process involving those who will 
be working with them. After all, those who have 
compiled the indicators and checklists have already 
experienced a learning process, which is possibly an 
essential condition for internalization and creating 
ownership of such indicators and checklist. 

 Table 32.1 shows that the manner in which the 
results are to be achieved can be predetermined 
or determined interactively—that is, determined 
by those immediately concerned in the neighbor-
hood or company. Th e same is also true for the 
process used in meeting some environmental or 

 Table 32.1     A Typology of Evaluation Strategies 

 Process is predetermined  Process is determined interactively 

 Policy results are 
predetermined 

  Type 1: Highly instrumental  
 Information campaign “Litter in the 
neighborhood,” the goal of which is to 
reduce litter by 50% within one year. 

  Type 2: Mix  
 Residents are challenged to come up with a 
plan to reduce litter in the neighborhood by 
50% within one year. 

 Policy results are 
determined in the 
course of the process 

  Type 3: Mix  
 Th e municipality, without establishing 
ahead of time which level of reduction is 
to be realized, starts a campaign against 
litter in the neighborhood, in the course 
of which (by means of waste monitoring) 
it becomes clear which results are feasible, 
in which respect variations from one 
neighborhood to the other are possible/
acceptable/encouraged. 

  Type 4: Highly emancipatory  
 Th e municipality, by means of neighborhood 
surveys and consultations with the residents, 
determines which aspects of liveability and/or 
sustainability are to be given priority in the 
neighborhood. Th ese themes are then worked 
out interactively. 
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sustainability challenge. One can hardly call some-
thing a social learning process when both the results 
(goal) and the process (means) have been deter-
mined beforehand by policy makers, experts, or 
management. Th e other combinations off er more 
room for social learning, either aimed or not aimed 
at predetermined and measurable goals.      

 Th ree of the four cells in Table 32.1 refer to 
environmental results (less litter). Th e fourth cell 
(bottom right) does not specify a concrete environ-
mental result. Th at cell refers mainly to the commit-
ment on the part of people. It is precisely this kind 
of result that may, in the long term, lead to social 
cohesion, cooperation, and a sense of community, 
for example. Changes of this kind are perhaps a pre-
requisite if one is to come to solutions for problems/
challenges that are much more complex and that 
are oriented more toward sustainability than aimed 
only at reducing litter. Depending on the way an 
intervention is organized, there will be less or more 
room for social learning. Th e space available for 
social learning determines the extent to which spin-
off  results can be generated in a more social sphere 
but also in terms of collaborative cocreated, self-
determined action. 

 A number of diff erences between a mainly 
results-oriented evaluation process (results in terms 
of hard sustainability indicators) and a mainly pro-
cess-oriented monitoring process are set alongside 
one another in Table 32.2.      

 Within the fi eld of EE, but certainly also in other 
fi elds, a range of participatory forms of research 
can be found, such as action research (Reason & 
Bradbury, 2001), citizen science (Irwin, 1995), and 
trans-disciplinary research (Hadorn et al., 2008). 
Furthermore, new forms of so-called refl exive moni-
toring and evaluation are sprouting across the globe 
that can be labeled “post-normal” and transform-
ative. Examples include refl exive monitoring and 
evaluation, developed by Wageningen University 
and the Free University of Amsterdam (van Mierlo 
et al., 2010) and so-called realist evaluation, devel-
oped by Pawson and Tiley (1997). Th ese new forms 
of monitoring and evaluation are also currently 
being introduced in the fi eld of EE (e.g., Raven, 
2006) and will need to be developed further in the 
years to come.  

  Conclusion 
 Environmental education fi nds itself in a tran-

sition period. On the one had there is a reconcep-
tualization of the focus and content of EE inspired 
by emergent sustainability thinking; on the other, 

the current risk-society calls for new forms of learn-
ing and governance that are better able to deal with 
risk, complexity, uncertainty, value dilemmas, and 
confl icting interests. Given the continued discon-
nect between people and their physical environ-
ment in general and with nature in particular, the 
continued decline of the state of the planet, and the 
increase in unsustainable lifestyles, the need for EE 
and its younger cousin ESD remains unquestioned. 
Th ere are a number of questions, though, about the 
fi eld’s eff ectiveness in responding to environmental 
and sustainability challenges, and the appropriate-
ness or adequacy of past research attempts for being 
able to show such eff ectiveness in the fi rst place, 
but also about the fi eld’s innovation capacity. Th e 
latter calls into question whether the fi eld is suffi  -
ciently outward-looking to be able to renew itself 
in post-normal times. Part of this renewal will lie in 
shifting its learning goals from changing individual 
behaviors to changing lifestyles and building capac-
ity. A post-normal perspective has been introduced 
to emphasize that EE has a role to play in “bound-
ary crossing” between institutions, schools, com-
munities, and disciplines, and in connecting a range 
of societal themes that all relate to sustainability 
(health, peace, well-being, exposure to nature and 
green spaces, climate, biodiversity, food safety and 
food security, disaster responsiveness, etc.). Such a 
role assumes new competencies on the part of the 
educator, who becomes a facilitator of social learn-
ing and a director of hybrid learning confi gurations 
consisting of likely and unlikely coalitions of soci-
etal actors.  

  Future Directions 
 In this chapter a kind of evolution has been 

sketched from nature conservation education to 
environmental education to education in the con-
text of sustainability. One commonality between 
them is the importance of connecting with the 
world (nature, environment, planet). Earlier in the 
chapter place-based education was referred to as a 
related form of education that specifi cally focuses 
on helping people ground, root, and connect with 
a locality, a place, a space to which they belong 
and feel connected, for which they care, and so 
on. Such contextual forms of education are receiv-
ing increased attention from educators and policy 
makers as a means to help people, young and old, 
reconnect with the physical, material, and socio-
ecological world they, oftentimes unconsciously, 
inhabit. Th ere is a whole body of scholarly work 
emerging, some of which this chapter referred to 
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earlier on, that suggests that (re)discovering and (re)
connecting with place can be restorative (therapeu-
tic, healing, etc.), generative (leading to new ways 
of seeing, sensing, experiencing), and empowering 
by enabling people to shape and care for a place. In 
the near future the fi eld of EE will need to consider 
a hegemonic trend that aff ects the entire globe: the 
exponential growth of highly invasive and, indeed, 
addictive hypermedia and associated information 

and communication technologies. Whereas place-
based education, and to a lesser degree perhaps the 
fi eld of EE as a whole, operates somewhere in the 
margins of education in the eff ort to reconnect peo-
ple with the physical space around them, this heg-
emonic trend seems to do the exact opposite, only 
in a much more forceful way. Educators in general 
and environmental educators in particular need 
to ask themselves what the implications are of the 

 Table 32.2     Juxtaposing Two Types of Monitoring & Evaluation (Source: Wals et al., 2009, p. 27) 

 Instrumental approach (focus on 
determining results) 

 Social approach (focus on improving 
the process) 

 Main goals  - determining the (policy) goal range 
 - accountability toward commissioning party 
 - accountability government toward society 

 - determining the course of the process 
 - improving the quality of the project realiza-
tion process 
 - collectively learning from joint experiences 

 Role externals  - expert role 
 - external observation 
 - determining measuring system to be used 
 - determining indicators 
 - measuring, analyzing, and interpreting data 
 - reporting 

 - role of facilitator and coach 
 - participatory observation 
 - determining measuring system and indicators 
together with actors 
 - making the process that is being completed 
visible and its progress 
 - enticing and equipping actors for 
 self-evaluation and monitoring 

 Role of actors 
within the 
M&E process 

- sources of information (data) for the 
external M&E-specialist (one-sided)

- involving participants in discussions on 
(perceived) changes and experiences with the 
process (interactive)

 For whom? - sponsors, commissioners, and ultimately 
the public

- all those involved in the process of change 
(commissioning party is also one of the actors)

 Underlying 
worldview 

- empirical-analytical/understanding through 
reduction, search for explanations (if—then), 
striving for objectivity and independence

 - actors may interpret things diff erently 
 - holistic: search for meaning, connections and 
relations 
 - reality can be interpreted in various ways 
 - room for subjectivity but . . . striving for inter-
subjectivity: collective interpretation of what 
has happened 

 Risks  - results are random indications and depend 
upon the reliability and validity of the 
instruments used 
 - M&E is mainly of interest to one party 
only: the commissioning party, and is 
mainly used for strategic purposes 

 - commissioning party views the results as non-
scientifi c; use of methods that yield signifi cant 
stories of all of the interested parties 
 - intensive monitoring of the process of change 
and aspiring after inter-subjectivity is time-
consuming 

 Advantages - survey able, can be well planned, relatively 
inexpensive, appealing to policy (particularly 
within the short policy cycles)

 - all of the participants can benefi t from the 
process (can contribute to the professional 
development of those involved) 
 - renders possible a long-term perspective 
 - M&E stimulates the learning process and 
provides insights for the benefi t of other similar 
projects and upscaling 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – FIRST-PROOF, 06/09/12, NEWGEN

32_Clayton_Ch32.indd   64032_Clayton_Ch32.indd   640 6/9/2012   6:14:36 PM6/9/2012   6:14:36 PM



641Wals

age of wireless, hypermedia, and information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) for teaching 
and learning, but also for the way people “relate” to 
each other and to nature and the planet as a whole. 
Strangely, even though educators themselves are also 
inundated by these new ICTs in both their personal 
and professional lives, this question has hardly been 
raised so far. Th e fi eld of EE will need to consider 
the impact of ICTs and hypermedia on people’s 
sense of place and the implications for teaching and 
learning. Only then can environmental educators 
begin to create educational responses that may crit-
ically take advantage of elements of the ICT revolu-
tion, which can help restore the current disconnect 
between people and place. 

 Finally, the shift to capacity-building and com-
petence for a more sustainable world raises ques-
tions about what such capacities or competencies 
entail, how they can be developed, and how they 
can be assessed. Some work has been done on what 
is called sustainability competence (e.g., de Haan, 
2006, 2010; Wals, 2010) but this work is still in 
its infancy. Key components that have emerged so 
far include “integrative thinking” with references to 
systems thinking and holistic thinking; empathy for 
perspectives, values, and so on other than one’s own; 
and Gestalt-switching (Wals, 2010), which refers to 
the ability to switch back and forth on a number of 
continua: spatial (local-regional-global), temporal 
(past-present-future), cultural, disciplinary, ethical, 
and so on. More research and thinking need to be 
done about this type of capacity-building and com-
petence development.  
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