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Introduction

Much has been written in the attempt to establish appropriate content, pro-
cesses and pedagogies for environmental learning, and to argue for the superi-
ority of some approaches to others. One may say that this is a contested field of
study. It has been so since (at least) the sharp academic debate which took place
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, pitting a (then) dominant group of environ-
mental education researchers wedded to a positivistic methodology against an-
other group informed by socially critical theory and post-structuralism.1 These
groups were divided not only by their methodological views but perhaps more
fundamentally, and certainly quite explicitly, on ideological grounds.2 As this
debate has continued and developed, one aspect of it has been the attempt to
establish particular definitions of terms such as “environmental education,” or
“education for sustainable development” as the social scientific equivalent of in-
dustry standards, that is, as definitions which everyone everywhere uses. Such
definitions are often associated with acronyms such as EE or ESD, which then
tend to trip somewhat uncritically off the tongue, or to become slogans. An
early discussion of possible objections to attempts at definitional standardiza-
tion is found in the work of Ian Robottom.3 On the other hand, one can argue
with equal force that a field incapable of establishing agreed definitions of its
most basic terminology seems unlikely to make any other sort of progress.

In this paper I use the term “environmental learning” as a catch-all phrase to
include learning by anyone, at any age, which bears with it, in some way, upon
non-human nature and human relationships. By doing so, I do not mean to set
myself above a debate which has, in fact, been rather productive in many ways,
nor (heaven forbid) to propose an industry standard terminological definition
of my own. Rather, I do so because I want to talk about work in this wide field
of study in a very inclusive way.
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However, there is one type of educational work that, though it very clearly
lies within the scope of my definition of environmental learning, is not part of
the subject matter I wish to discuss. There are practitioners of environmen-
tal education (this might well be the term they would use themselves) whose
concern is not really with social-policy issues but, rather, with sharing the joy
they themselves derive from the natural world with other individuals, and hence
improving learners’ lives. These educators are not primarily or directly trying
to save the planet or avert environmental catastrophe, though the prevalence of
this sort of rhetoric means that they are quite likely to use it sometimes, and
what they actually do may well be thought useful by those who do believe that
the planet is in grave danger. Teachers like these are valuable beyond measure,
but they are not the subject of this paper which is concerned with the deliberate
deployment of environmental learning as a vehicle of social policy. I would only
add that such teachers do not really need a theory of social change, and should
probably beware of anyone trying to sell them one.

The literature of the field as a whole, however, has generally tended to have a
strong focus on the achievement of social change, typically through education’s
supposed capacity to enable more-or-less radical action by individual citizens or
groups of citizens. More recently, a particular strand within this approach has
acquired a measure of influence within global institutions. This has resulted, for
example, in UNESCO’s Teaching and Learning for a Sustainable Future project,
and in debate about the proper status of learners within policy initiatives that
make use of education.4

Of course, it is not only those with predominantly environmental concerns who
have seen education as a means of achieving their social goals. Of particular
interest here are those writers with a broader but by no means unconnected focus
on education and social policy as a whole, who have argued that meaningful
social progress depends on developing new ways of learning in a changed and
still-changing world. For Brown and Lauder,5 for example, there is now an
historic choice to be made between market individualism and “the principles of
collective intelligence” as the basis of society. These authors argue for “a proper
balance between competition and cooperation, which recognizes our mutual
dependence on society” and, following Giddens,6 for “social reflexivity.” The
problem, as it is seen in this account, is a similar one to that identified by some
environmental educators, though perhaps more widely conceived.

However, it is not at all clear whether or how any sort of learning leads, in any
predictable or manageable way, to large-scale social change.7 Learning always
takes place within a pre-existing context of power relations, rules, expectations,
historical narratives, and perceptions of group and individual interests, which
affect not only what learners learn, but what they think it is important to learn
and why. In these circumstances, a theory of social change through learning
seems indispensable. In relation to environmental learning, we might conceive
of such a theory at one of three levels.
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First, we might suppose that all that is needed is an appropriate educational
technology for the solution to social and environmental problems that are them-
selves well understood. For example, we might think that the problem is to
create an environmentally literate citizenry, thus assuming, at the minimum,
both that it is possible to know what environmentally literate means, and that
countries are run by their citizens. This has been the view taken by the posi-
tivist school in environmental education, which is most particularly represented
by the work of Harold Hungerford and his associates.

Second, we might suppose that the social and environmental problems in ques-
tion are not well understood by most people, but are capable of being under-
stood. What is therefore needed is an educational technology through which
learners will come to understand the problems properly. This is the broad case
with which the socially critical theorists challenged the positivists during the
debate of the late 1980s and early 1990s to which I have already alluded. This
debate, in a variety of adapted forms, still rumbles on. It is often couched in
terms of a perceived need for a new paradigm to replace an existing one, though
it should be noted that the notions of necessity, newness, and paradigmaticness
implicit in this sort of case are jointly and severally open to challenge.

Finally we might ask whether anyone really understands what the problems
are, given the manifest and numerous uncertainties that surround both envi-
ronmental and educational processes. If not, we might further ask whether the
most profitable course of action might be to entertain simultaneously a number
of different and competing problem definitions. This possibility has received
relatively little attention by environmental-education researchers. Elsewhere,
among writers on environmental and risk management for example, it has been
a significant focus of research.8 What it suggests for educational technology is an
approach which confronts learners with the (often competing) problem defini-
tions used by others, and prompts them to reflect upon the different definitions
of particular problems they themselves employ at different times, in different
contexts, and in different social roles. An example of such an educational ap-
proach in practice has been described by Gough and Scott.9

In the remainder of this paper, I first set out a possible framework for thinking
about the origins of different problem definitions in the context of environ-
mental learning, and then apply this framework to the notion of sustainable
development as an objective of social policy, arguing that as this term is often
conceived it exercises an essentially conservative influence. Finally, I identify
a further conceptual obstacle to the achievement of radical change and outline
the beginnings of an approach to change through learning that might eventually
address these issues.
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Learning and social policy problems: a possible framework

Education itself, and social policy (which in turn includes both educational
and environmental policy), each relate both to practices and to institutions
as these terms are distinguished by MacIntyre.10 For example, teaching and
working in any capacity on social projects, are practices. Schools, universities,
government ministries, NGOs, think-tanks, and so on are all institutions. As
MacIntyre points out, institutions are necessarily concerned with the acquisition
of external goods in order to sustain themselves and the practices which they
promote. Just as the artist must eat in order to paint, so even the most high-
minded institution must compete for funds and favours in order to pursue its
good works.

The above typology has been extended by Reid.11 Writing, in this instance,
about age-related class enrolment, he notes:

Once such things achieve social and cultural significance, they ac-
quire a life of their own. They become institutionalized in a dual
sense. They need institutions to preserve them, but they also be-
come institutions in the more elusive sense of an idea that is integral
to a culture and seen as significant by most of its members. Being
in the third grade becomes an important defining characteristic of a
person — as does being a third grade teacher.

We might therefore distinguish organizational institutions from cultural institu-
tions. For example, in Western society at least, the division of knowledge into
tightly defined segments with descriptors like biology and sociology has become
a cultural institution in Reid’s sense. Where two such segments seek to explain
the same thing (competitive behaviour, for example), what ensues is typically
less like a scholarly debate and more like an inter-institutional stand-off. This is
not just because these disciplines see different solutions, but because each sees
a different problem — and thinks its own way of defining that problem to be
self-evidently the only (or best) one. Thomas Kuhn understood this perfectly:

One of the things a scientific community acquires with a paradigm is
a criterion for choosing problems that, while the paradigm is taken
for granted, can be assumed to have solutionsÂTo a great extent
these are the only problems that the community will admit as sci-
entific.12

Organizational institutions (such as associations of biologists or sociologists)
may enhance their standing and promote the practices they favour by success-
fully encouraging popular deference to particular cultural institutions (sound
science might be an example of such a cultural institution in relation to sus-
tainability, for example). Their success in doing so will depend, in turn, upon
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their success in competing for resources (real, financial, and cultural), forming
alliances, and distributing rewards effectively. What this seems to make quite
clear is that discussions about the forms educational practices could or should
take cannot be separated from discussions about how organizational institutions
involved with knowledge production and learning are managed and how they
interact.

An approach that echoes much of the above is that of Kemmis and Fitzclarence13

who, building on the work of Popkewitz and his associates, identify three “reg-
isters of social formation.” These find their expression through organizations
(broadly equivalent to organizational institutions), practices, and language. Ed-
ucation and social policy are clearly both aspects of social formation. To take
account of the dimension of language, I propose the addition of the concept
of literacy to the model. I would argue that this, together with practices, or-
ganizational institutions, and cultural institutions, forms an appropriate set of
conceptual categories for thinking about environmental learning and social pol-
icy (Figure 1).

Figure 1: A Model of Categories of Social Influences on Environmental Learning
and Social Policy. (Gough and Scott, 2001)

As noted by Stables and Bishop,14 the term literacy is often used in a careless
and imprecise way to signify particular desired consequences of education, or
curriculum goals. Examples include scientific literacy, economic literacy, techno-
logical literacy, and of course environmental literacy. The question of whether all
these different literacies are compatible with each other, or whether, for exam-
ple, scientific literacy (as popularly understood, at least) needs to be unlearned
before environmental literacy can be learned15 has engaged environmental edu-
cators for some time.

Stables and Bishop argue for a more rigorous usage of literacy. They write:
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The biophysical environment is laden with potential meaning. To
accept this implies that everything can be treated as text, and it is
on this basis that the broadest view of literacy rests. Furthermore,
as literary theory has long since abandoned the idea that written
texts merely mean what the author intendedÂ so the argument that
no human agency obviously “wrote” the natural world is no imped-
iment, theoretically, to its being seen as text.

It will be noted that all the examples of kinds of literacy mentioned above
concern human relations with the biophysical environment. One can think of
different approaches to the content and processes of education as attempts to
promote different literacies — different ways of reading the world. These litera-
cies (of which there are many) will not necessarily have human relations with the
natural world as their central concern, but they will almost certainly impact on
such relations. They will embody a human perspective, that is, tend to be an-
thropocentric rather than ecocentric. Further, when the newly-literate learner
applies his or her learning through practices, those practices will (to a greater
or a lesser extent) contribute to a re-writing of the text called Environment.
Both this process of writing, and the subsequent re-reading of the modified en-
vironmental text by the same and other social actors, will be mediated through
organizational and cultural institutions (which simultaneously both contribute
to the re-writing, and may themselves be variously reconceptualized in the pro-
cess) and by the biogeophysical properties of the natural world.

To illustrate, consider the example of a hypothetical stretch of tropical coast-
line that has hitherto been little visited by outsiders and that supports a small
local population. This place, considered as a text, will be read quite differ-
ently by an economist, a biologist, an engineer, a Western travel writer, and a
local poet and songwriter. The first three mentioned, at least, will have been
trained (by an organizational institution) to read environments in particular
ways. Each will be influenced in the form of their reading by the organizational
institutions to which they belong (say, in the case of the economist, a private
firm or a government department) and the cultural institutions by which they
are influenced (to take the example of the economist again: value-for-money, or
GDP growth). Their readings may be in conflict. Which of them subsequently,
through their practices, influences events the most and so has the greatest input
into the rewriting of the environment is likely to be decided not by the force of
their respective arguments but by the power of their respective organizational
institutions (of which their arguments are but one resource). However, it is their
different arguments, and different forms of argument, that are likely to seem a
proper focus for the design of any educational or policy interventions.

If, subsequently, the economist’s cost-benefit analysis is influencial in a decision
to build a tourist hotel complex, this will constitute a major re-writing of the
environment. However, the resulting text will be different from that originally
envisaged in any plan. This is because the environment will unquestionably
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change in ways that have not been fully predicted by anyone. Like life itself,
environmental issues are characterized not only by uncertainty but also by “ir-
reducible ignorance and the related concepts of surprise and novelty.”16 These
changes will themselves then be read by each of our five actors in ways which,
once more, reflect the particular literacy they bring to bear in conjunction with
their institutional affiliations. As before, none of them will be wrong. A learning
or policy initiative focused exclusively on any one of their literacies would not
be useless. It would merely be incomplete in two ways: because it ignored the
other literacies and because it failed to engage with the influence of institutions.

Learning and sustainable development

At the time of writing, the most powerful conjunction of environmental learning
and social policy relates to sustainable development; a term that now appears
in the National Curriculum for England and Wales, and in the policy-related
statements of organizations of many different kinds. It has become a cultural
institution.

Sustainable-development education has an officially sponsored body, the Sus-
tainable Development Education Panel (SDEP), to promote it. Sustainable
development is explicitly conceptualised by both panel and government17 as
having three dimensions: the economic, the social, and the environmental. This
view is illustrated diagrammatically in Figure 2.

Figure 2: A common conceptualization of sustainable development.

Complex tasks always need to be broken up in some way if they are to be
managed. The division into economic, social, and environmental components is
one approach to the complex task of achieving sustainable development. What
should be clear, however, is that:

1. there may be other ways of doing this, and
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2. this particular way of doing it supports, and is supported by, a strong
coalition of existing institutions, practices, and literacies. From the points
of view of these institutions, practices, and literacies, therefore, the three-
segment view of sustainable development is deeply conservative in the
sense that it accords with their existing ways of thinking and organizing.

To take these two points in order, the three-way division of sustainable devel-
opment is an artefact of human thought, not an innate property of sustainable
development itself. It is not, in fact, possible to have an economy (sustainable
or otherwise) without a society and an environment. It is not possible to have
a society without an environment or, in any sense meaningful in the modern
world, an economy. Most significantly perhaps, while it may be possible to have
an environment without a society or an economy, it is not possible to have the
environment without these. It is the environment because of the significance it
acquires for us through our building of social and economic relationships within
it. Without humans there can be no grounds for preferring the present en-
vironment (itself an artefact of long-term human management) to any other.
This means, I suggest, that an educational approach of great potential, and one
broadly consistent with the models of social learning advanced by Brown and
Lauder and others, such as Elliott18 and Young,19 is to ask the question: What
are the common elements of economy, society and environment? In the present
context this might be rephrased as: What constitutes the lines in Figure 2?

Whatever their potential educational power, however, these questions have little
currency in the context of contemporary educational and social policy formation.
This brings us to the second point above. Discrete literacies (for example those
of the economist, the sociologist, and the biologist) exist to focus on, and extol
the central importance of, their own particular segment of concern. This is
true whatever organizational institution the specialists in question work for,
whether it is, for example, a mining company, an environmental NGO, or a
government agency. Hence, whilst protagonists to the debate about sustainable
development may disagree strongly about solutions, they share an interest in
seeing the problem in one particular way. Further, each literacy supports and
is supported by a set of practices, and these in turn are consistent with the way
organizational institutions organize themselves (so, for example, governments
have ministries of finance, of environment, of development). School curricula are
organized into subjects that are defined by existing literacies, and prioritized by
policy-makers on the basis of needs identified in relation to existing institutional
structures, both organizational and cultural. Students who are successful are
inducted into appropriate practices.

To say this is essentially to re-state a point made by Schwab:20 that it is bor-
dering on the impossible to explain new ways of thinking to people who are
themselves equipped only with the old ways. This is particularly true when
those same people presently earn a living by applying the old ways of thinking,
and available language is strongly adapted to the old way of thinking.
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If we re-draw the lines in Figure 2 in different places we should expect to struggle
to find a shared terminology to describe the new, different segments which result.
If we then devise such a terminology to our own satisfaction we should then
expect to have it rubbished by others who have an interest in keeping things as
they are.

Collective intelligence: competition and cooperation

The above analysis might be objected to on the basis that though it appears to
leave little room for genuinely radical change, yet there is evidence from many
quarters of a desire for such change. For example, a number of proposals centred
around the idea of a learning society continue to gain ground. One such is Brown
and Lauder’s appeal to collective intelligence. As we have seen, this identifies
balance between competition and cooperation as a key part of a possible way
forward for learning, and for social policy generally.

Returning to Figure 2, it is clear that this dichotomy between competition and
cooperation has been a major influence on the way in which problems relating to
all three segments have been defined in Western thought. We might say that the
notion that there is a fundamental opposition between the competitive and the
cooperative is a well-established cultural institution in Western society. In two
segments — those of economy and society — one can argue that the cooperative
view of what is a good thing has been substantially marginalized at the time
of writing, leaving advocates of caring, sharing egalitarianism struggling to put
humpty-dumpty back together again. Nevertheless, in relation to economy and
society, it is the struggle between competitive and cooperative approaches that
dominates most accounts of recent history. Meanwhile, in our conceptualization
of the environment, the tension between competition and cooperation continues
to loom large. Ross21 identifies Malthusian and Romantic views of Nature which
are at the same time both contradictory and socially pervasive. The first sees
the environment as a site of scarcity, predation, and warfare. The second sees
it as a place of diversity and interdependence.

To point this out is not to say that the separation of complex objects of thought
according to whether they appear to be competitive or cooperative is wrong in
itself. It is a potentially useful analytical device. What has happened, how-
ever, is that this distinction has become, in Western thought, the basis of two
competing, overarching meta-literacies. These have sometimes been referred to
as worldviews22 and are often associated with the sorts of claims made about
paradigms noted earlier.

Those literacies and practices which favour policies such as the promotion of
social learning and sustainable development, and those institutional contexts
which provide them with a home tend, at present, to be those that are most
disposed to favour cooperative solutions as a matter of principle. At a meta-level
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they lie broadly within what we might now term the “cooperative worldview.”
This should not be surprising, since sustainable development and social learning
are responses to problem-definitions that those persons and groups disposed to
value competition-based solutions are less likely to acknowledge. To propose
balanced solutions from this starting point is perhaps not entirely unhelpful,
but on all sides there is a need to consider alternative ways of defining the
problems if effective social learning is to occur.

A tentative conclusion: in favour of imbalance

I have suggested that there is educational merit in encouraging learners to re-
think the categories by which society typically analyses its inter-relationships
with the non-human world, and that doing this might advance our understand-
ing of what being sustainable might mean. One obstacle is the inertia possessed
by existing institutions, practices, and literacies. A second is the existence of a
form of meta-literacy that takes for granted the appropriateness of competition
and cooperation as categories of social analysis and, so, tends to group diverse
organizational institutions, cultural institutions, literacies, and practices into
coherent worldviews that are seen necessarily to stand in opposition to each
other. I have argued that this entire conceptual edifice is ultimately deeply
conservative, because it locks us endlessly into the same debates.

Whether a search for balanced solutions is an appropriate response is therefore
open to question. It depends on how this metaphor of “balance” is viewed: on
what theory of society underpins it. In the natural world, plants and animals
are both interdependent and in competition, full-on, all the time. In social
affairs individuals and groups plot and scheme even as they form alliances and
keep their promises. Economic actors cooperate with some to compete with
others. Returning to the three possible levels of a theory of social change through
learning identified in the introduction to this paper, I would argue that:

• The special challenge for environmental learning is not to promote par-
ticular solutions to well-understood problems of social and environmental
policy, because these problems are typically not well understood.

• Frequently, such problems are not capable of being well understood, at
least for the foreseeable future. Nor is it likely to be helpful to pro-
mote “balance” in policy-making between solutions which address differ-
ent problem definitions. Balance is not possible between two people sitting
on different see-saws. Further, if the problem definitions in question are
those of too much competition versus too little competition then perhaps,
to persist with my metaphor, it is time to look what’s new in the play-
ground.

• What environmental learning may be able to do is help us understand
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how others and ourselves construct environmental problems (and oppor-
tunities) in particular ways, depending on our particular contexts of insti-
tutions, practices, and literacies, and on the ways in which these interact
with our biogeophysical surroundings over time.

This is not to dismiss scientific disciplines or ideological belief. It is to promote
thinking about why we think as we do, and how we might see things afresh.
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