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Extended summary

Overconsumption is the root of almost all environmental issues, while modern genera-
tions already live at the expense of the future ones. The opportunities and the necessity of tack-
ling the effects of consumerism on the environment in the instruction of a particular school
subject were evident from the definition of sustainable development and the educational con-
cept arising from it. They encompass the concepts such as: environment-imposed limitations,
satisfaction of human needs (the stress here is on the needs, rather than wants) and intergen-
erational responsibility. The potential and the need for tackling these issues in teaching as a
means of preparing the children and the youth for a key role in a sustainable society, the role of
“sustainable“ consumers, was based on the following assumptions: 1) if environmental issues
are mostly the consequence of consumerism, then their solution may lie in a different system
of knowledge and values, as well as in a changed behaviour of people as individual consumers;
2) education is one of the crucial factors in the realisation of this goal.

Several problems had to be addressed to determine the quality of the approach to this
topic and provide the guidelines for the improvement of Social, Environmental and Scientific
Education (SESE) instruction. First, the specificities of all components of sustainable devel-
opment were identified, to make sure that they are reflected in a particular research problem
which is only a segment of the complex educational concept based on sustainability. In addi-
tion, by analysing the environmental rules and the consequences of the depletion of natural
resources, as well as the characteristics of consumption and the mechanisms underlying the
consumers’ motivation and behaviour, a scheme of the key issues that should be addressed in
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education was developed. The next step included the analysis of the potential of the school sub-
jects World around us and SESE for the development of the competencies for sustainable living,
and the adaptation of the selected objectives to match the characteristics of the subject. Lastly,
the cognitive theories underpinning the modern concept of teaching and learning served as a
proof that the selected requirements were suitable for the children age 7-11, as well as confir-
mation that a (holistic) approach to this matter within the school subject of SESE can contrib-
ute to the overall development of children.

The theoretical and in-depth analysis of the topic resulted in the definition of the key
competencies relevant for the area of causality between consumerism and the environment
which can and should be developed through SESE instruction. The competencies were iden-
tified and listed under four separate categories: 1) dependency of human beings upon the na-
ture; 2) environmental issues and their consequences; 3) causes or the relationship between
consumption and environmental issues; and 4) measures related to consumer behaviour that
could solve or prevent environmental issues. The system is firmly structured, contains inter-
connected concepts with causal, horizontal and vertical relations. Interdisciplinary and holistic
approaches are reflected in the system, as well as the intention to address different aspects of
the children’s personalities.

The defined framework served as a starting point for the evaluation of the quality of the
current approach to the effects of consumerism on the environment in teaching SESE, and for
creating the guidelines for its improvement. This paper is a report on the part of a wider re-
search which included testing the knowledge of the pupils at the end of the first cycle of com-
pulsory education in Serbia. The respondents demonstrated a selective knowledge of the facts
and difficulties in understanding the the causality between consumerism and environmental
issues, as well as a limited ability to apply the acquired knowledge. The identified problem re-
flects the quality of the SESE curriculum, and the quality of teaching in terms of the teachers’
competencies to teach the topic. The test results confirmed indirectly the other results obtained
in a wider research which included the curricula and primary school teachers. In terms of their
functionality, the SESE curricula neither fully correspond to the complex objectives pertaining
to the topic of this paper, nor are they appropriate for the potential of the school subject in that
context. In addition, primary school teachers are not fully competent to convey the above men-
tioned relevant types of knowledge to their pupils. We offer two solutions to the problem. First,
the curricula must be improved in terms of topicality, more systematically structured demands,
and a greater focus on the development of the relevant competencies. On the other hand, the
proposed curricula modifications would be ineffective without an appropriate teacher train-
ing, including: 1) more intensive and better inclusion of the topics and objectives of education
for sustainable development in the study programmes of teacher education faculties in Serbia;
2) organisation of seminars for in-service primary school teachers. The aim of the proposals
presented in this paper is to contribute to such a reform. The most important proposal is the
one concerning the model of a holistic approach to causality between consumerism and envi-
ronmental issues in the subject Social, Environmental and Scientific Education. The model is
presented in the form of a defined framework of the key competencies which are explained in
detail and incorporated in a system. It also takes into consideration the approach to the study




of this topic, age-specific characteristics of pupils and the specificities of the school subject. The
objectives which include mastering the relevant concept systems and developing the pupils’
awareness to enable them to accept responsible and sustainable consumption are also impor-
tant for their overall development. These objectives have a cognitive and functional value, and
they are grounded in ethics. These are the values inherent to education for sustainable develop-
ment which should be included in the reform of the SESE curriculum.

Key words: education for sustainable development, Social, Environmental and Scientific
Education, consumerism, environmental issues.
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