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Environmental education cannot truly be called sustainable before its developmental 
and cognitive potential is implemented in the new content of formal education, as well as inte-
grated in a traditional scientific discipline, or in a school subject. 

Critical and interpretative approaches have been used in this paper to describe the time-
lines of development of environmental education: the first timeline encompasses the period 
1960-1980; the second timeline includes the last decade of the previous century: the third time-
line describes the period from the mid- 90s of the 20th century, up to the present moment, the 
period when the concept of sustainability was introduced and education for sustainable devel-
opment began to be considered.  The timelines are flexible, fluent, and overlapping, while the 
time distance between them should be understood only provisionally. This adds clarity to the 
structure of the paper, the aim of which is to present, from historical, chronological, scientific 
and applicative perspectives, as well as by offering both positive and critical insights, the devel-
opment of environmental thought in the context of educational processes, learning and peda-
gogy which have already received the attribute of – environmental. 

In the context of the first timeline, in the early 70s of the previous century, some authors 
developed a model of human behaviour towards the environment based on the reestablish-
ment of the lost link with nature in terms of our experience, knowledge and behaviour, by tack-
ling environmental issues in education and integrating them in traditional academic topics.  

The second timeline of environmental education (the 80s and 90s of the 21st century) 
gave rise to a powerful didactic-methodological thought. Environmental education, within the 
dominant didactic discourse, made an exclusive connection with the right selection of educa-
tional practice, particularly with teaching and learning methods, orientation towards systems 
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theory, situational learning, instruction which is not confounded to specific school subjects 
(interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary approaches), action-oriented project and problem-
solving teaching and learning, as well as the computer simulation methods. These advanced 
methodological intentions of environmental education and environmentally oriented teaching 
become clearer when juxtaposed with the traditional whole-class or frontal teaching, learning 
different subjects, textbook oriented teaching, and knowledge and learning which is not ori-
ented towards action and experience. 

During the third timeline, and in a relatively short time, in the mid-90s, environmen-
tal education was replaced with a new dimension – “education for sustainable development” 
or “learning for a sustainable society”. Everyday environmental activities focused on: environ-
mental management, resource efficiency, economic and social issues for environmentally re-
sponsible actions, the relationship between human system and natural system. Environmental 
topics encompassed both local and global dimensions, as well as the dimensions of the past, 
present and future. Environmentalism encouraged the development of sensitivity, awareness, 
understanding, critical thinking, and problem solving. In the process of teaching and learning, 
environmental dimension initiated a wide spectrum of learning techniques and techniques for 
the expansion of knowledge, focusing particularly on practical activities and direct experience. 

Despite the stated intentions, critics claimed that environmental education had been 
built on wrong premises, adding that, except for a complex mixture of occasionally very dif-
ferent concepts, a uniform environmental education had never existed. In addition, there were 
very few “traditions’, “schools”, or didactic concepts that could be clearly distinguished. Though 
a sharp criticism of environmental education was not lacking, dynamic shifts in development 
of environmental education were still not in sight. Environmental education lost its function-
ality in the rift created between didactic-methodological, teaching dimensions and the real, 
human, environmentally friendly actions in relation to the environment. Owing to its open-
ness, environmental education was able to overcome the rift and integrate in its programme 
the new impulses of the 90s. New intentions, at least in the beginning, looked promising in 
terms of new dimensions in the development of the environmental views. These intentions 
were summed up in the Rio Declaration which opened the path towards the concept of sustain-
ability and sustainable development as the third line of development of environmental educa-
tion – education for sustainable development. 

Given that the world and the environment are still viewed from the reductionist per-
spective, segmented into separate subjects and phenomena, it is questionable whether environ-
mental education, in terms of sustainability and sustainable development, can focus entirely on 
the network of life and the content promoting stronger networking of knowledge. Regarding 
this issue, there are many questions that still remain unanswered. There is a need for the revi-
sion of not only the content, but also the methodology of traditional teaching and the organi-
sation of teaching oriented towards traditional scientific disciplines, compact conveyance of 
knowledge in an easily recognizable rhythm which does not follow the dynamics of environ-
mental projects and problem-solving and situational learning. Sustainable environmental edu-
cation addresses real problems; it connects systematic, situated and cumulative learning pro-
cesses, and reflects the competencies which are needed for the future. 
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