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ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN POLISH SCHOOLS: CURRENT CHALLENGES,
PRACTICES, AND FUTURE PATHWAYS

Abstract. This article analyses the state of environmental education in the Polish school system,
emphasising its importance and highlighting existing problems and opportunities for development. Although
pro-environmental content is included in the core curriculum, mainly within natural science subjects, the
article emphasises that environmental education is implemented in a fragmented and unsystematic manner.
The main barriers to effective implementation are the absence of a dedicated subject, limited teacher
training, underutilisation of available teaching resources, and low ecological awareness among students and
teachers.

The analysis concludes that environmental education should be interdisciplinary and practice-
oriented, incorporating field projects, outdoor activities, collaboration with local communities, and family-
oriented initiatives. Non-governmental organisations play an important role by offering valuable initiatives,
but their reach remains limited. At the same time, environmental education needs to be integrated with
broader sustainability agendas, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), to
ensure coherence between national practices and global priorities. Improving the situation requires coherent
educational policies, teacher training and support, the integration of teaching materials into the curriculum,
and strengthened partnerships between schools, institutions, and NGOs.

An analysis of international practices, such as the Slovak model, indicates that introducing
additional subjects or educational pathways in ecology can significantly improve teaching effectiveness. In
conclusion, the article argues that improving the effectiveness of environmental education requires a
holistic, systemic approach that combines coherent educational policy, adequate funding, professional
support for teaching staff, and close cooperation between schools, institutions, and the local community.

Keywords: environmental education, education for sustainable development, environmental
awareness, teachers, educational policy.
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Introduction. In an era of environmental challenges and opportunities, education plays a
fundamental role. The idea that environmental education should be integrated into the formal
education system at all levels first emerged at the International Conference on Environmental

Education (ICEE) in Thilisi in 1977. Since then, this concept has been reflected in international
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strategies such as the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) and the
UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) programme. As a UNESCO member
state, Poland has been obliged to implement systemic measures for environmental education and to
nurture citizens who are capable of critical thinking and responsible, pro-environmental decision-
making. It is worth noting that these commitments have been incorporated into national strategic
documents such as the ‘Polish Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development 2030°, which
emphasise the role of environmental education in shaping social attitudes and public policies.

The education system is widely regarded as the most effective means of fostering an
environmentally conscious society. Given that individuals spend around 3% of their lives in
education, integrating environmental education into curricula is intended to equip a generation with
the critical thinking and decision-making skills to solve local environmental problems.
Consequently, environmental education — also referred to as environmental studies or ecological
education — can be defined as the concept and process of educating society to respect the natural
environment [8, p. 421].

The modern world is facing an array of unprecedented environmental challenges, including
climate change, environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, and the pollution of air, water, and
soil, as well as the depletion of natural resources [10; 17, pp. 11-12]. In this context, international
strategies such as UNESCO’s ‘Education for Sustainable Development’ (ESD) programme
highlight the need to integrate environmental education into curricula as a key driver of societal
transformation towards sustainable development [33]. At the same time, the importance of non-
formal and informal education has increased, as it engages local communities, non-governmental
organisations, and the private sector in spreading ecological knowledge.

In this context, schools play a vital role in fostering positive attitudes towards nature and
addressing issues related to its protection. This paper analyses the current state of environmental
education in schools, identifies existing challenges, and explores effective implementation methods
to strengthen the role of pro-environmental education.

Objectives and Tasks. This publication aims to analyse the current state of environmental
education within the Polish education system, identify related challenges, and propose effective
solutions to support the integration of pro-environmental content at all educational levels. It also
explores opportunities for development through the support of educational institutions and non-
governmental organisations.

Methodology. This article employed a methodology involving the analysis of relevant
literature and policy documents related to environmental education. The analysis focused on four

areas: the position of environmental education within the education system; teachers' preparedness
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to deliver pro-environmental lessons; the availability of teaching materials and institutional support;
and the role of non-governmental organisations in the educational process.

The research addressed questions about the implementation of pro-environmental content in
schools, teacher preparedness, available support, and examples of good practice both nationally and
internationally. Data sources included academic publications by Polish and foreign authors, reports
from international organisations such as the OECD and UNESCO, and policy documents including
the national core curriculum. The analysis also took into account the experiences of Slovak schools
that have introduced an ecological pathway as an elective subject.

The methods employed included a content analysis of literature and documents, a
comparison of practices used in Poland and other countries, and qualitative identification of
problems and barriers. The conclusions were developed by synthesising the collected data, which
guided how to improve environmental education. The study also emphasises the importance of
teacher training programmes and digital resources in modernising ecological education and making
it more accessible.

This secondary research covered sources published between 2007 and 2025. While the
analysis primarily referred to the conditions of the Polish educational system, it also considered
international practices and recommendations. As educational and environmental policies evolve,
however, the conclusions may be subject to change.

Results. One of the key barriers to the effective implementation of ecological education is
the lack of systemic integration and consistent political support across the education system. This
leads to fragmented action and limited long-term impact [32].

In Poland, environmental issues are mainly addressed in science subjects such as nature,
biology, geography, chemistry, and physics. There is no subject dedicated exclusively to
‘environmental education’. Although topics related to environmental protection and sustainable
development education are included in the national curriculum, they remain scattered and do not
form a coherent whole [21]. Consequently, these topics are often overshadowed by issues that
teachers deem to be more important [4].

An analysis of school curricula has shown that environmental education is almost
exclusively the remit of the natural sciences. Topics such as the ecological crisis, climate change,
the treatment of farm animals by humans, and environmental policies implemented by local and
national authorities are not incorporated into humanities subjects [21]. This fragmentation of
content reduces opportunities for interdisciplinary learning and impairs students’ ability to connect
ecological issues with social, cultural, and ethical dimensions.

Based on the experience of Slovak schools, an effective solution would be to introduce an
additional elective subject, particularly in Years 5 and 6, where the ecological pathway could be
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covered in more detail [30]. However, teachers highlight several issues: age-inappropriate content, a
lack of holistic approaches and cross-curricular links, outdated textbooks, and insufficient
ecological content in the national curriculum [19].

Despite ongoing initiatives to educate society, environmental awareness among university
students remains unsatisfactory. Some students remain unaware of issues such as ecology and the
greenhouse effect [18; 23]. This highlights the need to strengthen environmental education not only
in primary and secondary schools but also at the university level, with a focus on developing
competencies aligned with the requirements of a green economy and sustainable development.

Based on long-term studies conducted by the Institute for Sustainable Development, several
key problems concerning ecological awareness can be identified, as illustrated in Figure 1 [18].

Around 70% of people do
not see a connection
between environmental
The state of the ] protection and economic

environment is a growth in the country Pro-ecological
problem for local organisations are
authorities not well known

Reasons for
low ecological

Alack o_ffalth in the S Wareness A l_ack of interest
effectiveness of in ecological
environmental action problems
Alack of faith in the

Reluctance to

effectiveness of change habits

environmental action

Figure 1. Reasons for low environmental awareness among Poles.
Based on Kondracki and Udata’s (2022) research [18].

Research conducted among teachers specialising in education for sustainable development
has shown that their knowledge is insufficient. Interestingly, humanities teachers were found to be
more engaged with the principles of sustainable development than science teachers [24].
Furthermore, inadequate preparation in contemporary ecological issues and methodologies poses a
significant obstacle [25].

Some teachers lack the skills to deliver environmental education independently, which poses
a challenge for modern schools tasked with pro-environmental education. Teachers’ ecological

knowledge is often inadequate and fragmented, a phenomenon observed in both urban and rural



8 Theoretical and Methodical Problems of Children and Youth Education Ne29 2025. Vol. 2.

schools [20]. Many teachers do not always feel adequately prepared to fulfil the role of educators in
environmental education [19; 22]. This skills gap indicates the need for systematic teacher training
programmes supported by national policies, in line with UNESCO’s recommendations on
Education for Sustainable Development.

Most teachers engage in various forms of professional development to convey ecological
knowledge more effectively. However, this primarily applies to those who are already motivated to
share environmental content [4, 38]. The most desirable forms of professional development include
online training led by experts, conferences, lectures, practical workshops, and on-site training [19].
Teacher training centres, ecological education centres, and universities play an important role in
increasing teachers' ecological knowledge. Nevertheless, only around 1.2 % of teachers receive
support from universities, despite their ability to develop research-based teaching materials and
provide substantial expertise [6].

In cooperation with institutions and organisations, universities, and methodological centres,
training sessions, seminars, lectures, and research projects are organised. They also prepare teaching
aids for environmental education [37]. Educational resource databases support ecological education
by providing lesson plans, worksheets, field applications, multimedia materials, GIS tools,
interactive games, and digital whiteboards [2; 6]. A wide range of teaching materials is available on
the Educational Development Centre’s website [9].

Despite the availability of such resources, studies show that many teachers are unaware of
national and international repositories. This results in the underutilisation of valuable tools that
could enhance the quality and appeal of environmental education [25; 35]. Therefore, it is crucial to
increase information campaigns, improve accessibility to resources, and integrate them with
national curricula. A coordinated national digital platform could significantly improve teachers'
access to up-to-date, innovative materials.

The skills acquired by teachers can be applied not only in ecology classes, but also during
activities with other social groups [2]. Well-prepared teaching materials, such as those developed by
the Ecological Education Centre, are essential for effective ecological education [19].
Environmental education is implemented in 59 % of Polish schools, often through participation in
campaigns such as ‘Clean Up the World — Poland’ [6].

German scholars have demonstrated that well-organised field trips help students to
understand the world around them and foster positive attitudes and values towards nature [5]. Polish
students are encouraged to participate in initiatives such as maintaining a school garden (where
possible), monitoring air quality and local ecosystems, collaborating with municipalities on waste

management, and taking part in community projects, such as collecting electronic waste and used
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batteries, or engaging in clean-up campaigns [6; 31; 40]. It is also good practice to involve parents
and grandparents in pro-environmental initiatives, such as ecological fairs [15].

Protected areas such as nature reserves, landscape parks, and national parks are being
established across the country to preserve nature in its natural state. These areas have great
educational potential, enabling schools to implement a variety of teaching strategies. Activities in
protected areas that facilitate knowledge transfer and engage students and teachers in nature and
environmental protection issues include field classes, guided nature trips, ecological workshops,
expert lectures, educational gardens, competitions and exhibitions, and photography and art classes,
as well as meteorological stations [26].

The most commonly used forms of environmental education in Polish primary and
secondary schools are classroom lessons (82-94 %), outdoor learning in gardens, parks, or forests
(49-86 %), and ecological clubs (18-38 %). Environmental websites are the least popular form of
environmental education [4].

Another factor influencing the implementation of environmental education in schools is the
greater reliance on non-governmental rather than systemic support. Many NGOs deliver non-formal
education and play a significant role in educating society [27]. Stronger collaboration between the
public education system and NGOs could help to bridge this gap and ensure more consistent, long-
term educational outcomes.

Table 1.
Methods of ecological education in Poland, illustrated by the city of Wroctaw [27]

Type of education Examples of Implementation
Formal education Inclusion of ecological topics in natural science curricula

Activities organised within schools

Non-formal education Ecological excursions

Workshops and lectures, training courses: ‘Dual and Selective Waste
Collection’, ‘Rational Waste Management as an Opportunity for the
Environment’, ‘Say No to Thoughtless Shopping — Building a
Recycling Society’

Events organised by non-governmental organisations, national parks,
and etc.

Informal education Community projects: ‘Live Long Time’, ‘Active Wioctawek Residents
Together for Health and Nature’, program ‘Ecosurvival — Ecological
Education in Recreation and Tourism’

Volunteering programs

Local community initiatives

Campaigns and media Internet

Television, radio

Press, social media

However, these activities cover only a portion of schools, so they do not reach all students.

This highlights the need for stronger partnerships among government institutions, NGOs, and
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educational institutions to ensure equal opportunities for all schools, including those in rural and
disadvantaged areas [25; 34]. It is also essential to assess whether such initiatives are systematically
evaluated for their long-term effectiveness, since a lack of monitoring could reduce their impact.

The non-governmental organisation database (https://spis.ngo.pl/) contains numerous
entities that raise awareness and change habits towards the natural environment through modern
environmental education. These include international organisations such as WWEF, Greenpeace
International, Friends of the Earth International, BirdLife International, the Foundation for
Environmental Education (FEE), and the Global Ecovillage Network (GEN). Prominent national
organisations include the League for Nature Conservation, the Polish Ecological Club, the
Sendzimir Foundation, the Ecodevelopment Foundation, the Foundation for Poland, the
UNEP/GRID-Warsaw Centre, and the Gaja Club. These organisations implement a wide range of
initiatives and events to raise environmental awareness, including practical educational activities
such as workshops, campaigns, and collection drives.

The National Fund for Environmental Protection and Water Management is the largest
institution in Poland financing ecological projects. It supports environmental campaigns,
participant-led observations, education in national parks and botanical gardens, 'green schools' in
natural settings, and nationwide actions and events [36]. This demonstrates that, to be effective,
environmental education must also be implemented outside the classroom. Many schools lead by
example, engaging in activities such as paper and battery collection, waste segregation, and energy
and water conservation. They also participate in campaigns such as 'Clean Up the World — Poland',
"Tree Day', and 'Earth Day', as well as organising excursions to wastewater treatment plants and
maintaining green areas around schools [6].

Daily practices are the most effective way of shaping students’ awareness. One proven
method of engaging students and their families is the 3R method (reduce, reuse, recycle), which
reduces waste in the immediate environment while fostering family integration [12]. Educational
activities organised by schools in cooperation with the local community often include planting
vegetation, cleaning public spaces, participating in Earth Day events, separating waste, collecting
resources, and fundraising for animal shelters [39]. Expanding such initiatives to include citizen
science projects, such as biodiversity monitoring, water quality assessment, or urban greening,
could further strengthen students’ practical skills and foster more durable school-community
partnerships [35].

Discussion. Analysis of literature and programme documents indicates that environmental
education is present in the Polish school system, albeit in a fragmented manner. Although core
content on environmental protection, sustainable development, and climate change has been

incorporated into natural science curricula, such as biology, geography, and chemistry, the lack of a
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separate subject or teaching pathway means that environmental education often gives way to other
content that teachers consider more important. However, the lack of a dedicated subject or teaching
pathway means environmental education is frequently overlooked in favour of content deemed
more important by teachers. These findings are consistent with earlier research highlighting the lack
of systemic integration of environmental education [4; 21].

An interdisciplinary approach aligns with the global trend of integrating environmental
issues across different subject areas. This is considered crucial for developing systems thinking and
equipping students with the ability to make sustainable decisions [33]. Particular attention should be
paid to teacher training. Studies show that teaching staff often lack the ecological knowledge and
methodological tools necessary for the full implementation of pro-environmental content [20; 22].
While some teachers pursue professional development, participants tend to be already motivated
and interested in environmental issues. This creates an imbalance between schools that actively
develop environmental education and those that limit themselves to the minimum required by the
core curriculum. Therefore, establishing nationwide teacher training programmes dedicated to
environmental education could help reduce disparities and improve overall teaching quality.

Analysis of international practices indicates that effective environmental education should
be interdisciplinary, linking natural science content with social, ethical, and economic issues [33].
In this context, the Slovak model is of particular interest as it introduces an additional elective
subject in Years 5 and 6 [30]. This allows for a deeper exploration of ecological topics and better
adjustment to students' developmental levels. Similar systemic initiatives are lacking in Poland,
although the activities of non-governmental organisations partly fill this gap.

Another challenge lies in the limited awareness of, and access to, available teaching
materials. Despite the existence of extensive resources, such as the Centre for Education
Development's databases or UNESCO’s repositories, many teachers are either unaware of these
resources or do not have easy access to them [25]. This highlights the need to increase awareness of
these resources and integrate ready-to-use educational tools directly into the national curriculum.

It is important to emphasise that environmental education should not be confined to
classroom activities. The most effective forms involve practical initiatives, such as field projects,
environmental monitoring, participation in local campaigns, and cooperation with parents and the
local community [5; 6; 31]. These experiences enhance knowledge and skills, and foster attitudes of
responsibility and cooperation. Furthermore, aligning these activities with broader educational
policies, such as climate adaptation strategies or the European Green Deal framework, could give
students a greater sense of relevance and demonstrate their real-world application.

Discussions on the role of NGOs in environmental education show that they are significant
partners of schools. However, their activities are selective and do not reach all institutions [27].
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Integrating NGO programmes into the formal education system could strengthen their impact and
ensure more equitable access to valuable initiatives.

Conclusions. In conclusion, environmental education is implemented in Polish schools, but
it is fragmented and often depends on local initiatives, appearing across different subjects. It
remains fragmented, with environmental content integrated into natural science curricula in an ad
hoc manner. The absence of a coherent educational policy limits its ability to shape students’
attitudes. The most significant barrier is the insufficient preparation of teachers in terms of both
ecological knowledge and teaching methodologies. Systemic training, workshops, and substantive
support must be made accessible to all teachers, not just the most motivated.

Although educational resources and tools supporting environmental education are available,
their use is constrained by limited information, limited accessibility, and insufficient integration
with the national curriculum. It is therefore advisable to introduce mechanisms that facilitate the use
of these materials at school level. Environmental education is most effective when based on
practical activities, such as field projects, outdoor classes, cooperation with parents, and
engagement with the local community. Such practical experiences foster responsible attitudes and
enhance the overall effectiveness of education [25; 33].

Non-governmental organisations play an essential role in delivering environmental
education, but currently only a limited number of schools benefit from their activities. Integrating
NGO programmes into the formal education system could increase their reach and improve long-
term educational outcomes. International examples, such as the Slovak model, demonstrate that
introducing separate teaching pathways or elective subjects devoted to ecology can be an effective
solution. Poland should consider adopting similar approaches that are adapted to its own national
context. Furthermore, aligning national strategies with broader European frameworks, such as the
European Green Deal and UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) initiatives,
could provide a clearer direction for policy and practice.

Developing environmental education requires a systemic approach, including integrating it
as a cross-cutting theme into the curriculum, providing dedicated funding, professionalising teacher
support, and creating conditions for cooperation between schools, institutions, and local
communities. Incorporating environmental education as a cross-cutting issue within the school
curriculum, supported by targeted funding and teacher training, is essential to prepare young people
for life and encourage them to take responsibility in a world facing complex environmental
challenges [25; 33]. Furthermore, environmental education promotes positive pro-environmental
behaviours and increases civic engagement [3].
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EKOJIOI'TYHA OCBITA B ITIOJIbCBKUX IIKOJIAX: AKTYAJIBHI ITPOBJIEMU,
ITPAKTUKA TA IIEPCIIEKTUBHI IIJIAXHW PO3BUTKY

Anomauis. Y cmammi npeocmagnieHo cman eKoao2iyHol 0ceimu 6 NOAbCbKill WKIIbHIU cucmemi,
RIOKpecoiowu il 8adciugicms ma GUCEIMIIOIOUU ICHYIOYL NPOOLeMU [ MONCIUBOCMI O/l PO36UMKY. Xoua
NPOEKONO2IUHULL 3MICM  BKIIOYEHO 00 OCHOBHOI HABYANLHOI NPOSPAMU, 20N08HUM YUHOM YV PAMKAX
NPUPOOHUYUX NpeOMemis, Y CIAMMI HA20TOUYEMbC, WO eKOL02IUHA 0CEIMa peanizyemuvcs PpacmenmapHo
ma uecucmemno. OcHosHUMU Oap’epamu 01 eeKmueHO20 BNPOBAONCEHHS € BIOCYMHICMb OKPEMO20
npeomema, oomedicena ni02omosKa GUUmMenis, HeOOCMAMHE BUKOPUCTNANHS HAAGHUX HABUATLHUX Pecypcié
ma HU3LKULL Pi6eHb eKO02IUHOT c8I00MOCII cepeld YUHI8 [ nedazozis.

Ananiz noxasye, wo exono2iuHa 0C8ima NOSUHHA Oymu MINCOUCYUNTIHAPHOW MdA APAKMUYHO
OPIEHMOBAHOI0, GKIIIOYAMU NOILOGI NPOEKMU, NO3AKAACH 3AX00U, CRIBNPAYI0 3 MiCYesuUMU 2pomadamu ma
iHiyiamusu, cnpsamoeani Ha yyacme cimeu. Baowciuey ponw  gidiepaomeb Heypsaooei opeamizayii, Ki
NPONOHYIOMb YIHHI IHIYIamueu, npome ix OXONNEHHS 3ANUUAEMbCS 0OMedceHuM. Boowouac exonociuna
ocgima nompebOye inmezpayii 3 OilbW WUPOKUMU NPOSPAMAMU CIMANO20 PO3GUMKY, makumu ax Llini
cmanoco pozeumky Opeanizayii O6’e¢onanux Hayiti (SDGs), wob 3abesneuumu y32000ceHicmob Midic
HAYIOHAbHOK NPAKMUKOW ma 2nobareHumu npiopumemamu. Ilokpawenns cumyayii eumaeae uimxoi
0C8IMHbOI  noxiMuKy, NpoPeciiinoi nidcomoeKu ma NIOMPUMKU GUUMENI8, IHmezpayii HAGYAIbHUX
mamepianis y HA8UANbHI NPO2pAMU MA NOCUTIEHHA NAPMHEPCMBEa Midxc wikoaamu, ycmanoeamu ma HYO.

Ananiz MidDCHApOOHOT NPAKMUKU, HANPUKIAO CNI0BAYLKOT MOOeNi, NOKA3VE, WO 88€0eH S 000AMKOGUX
npeomemie abo OCEIMHIX WIAXIE V cghepi eKono2ii mModxce 3HAUHO NIOSUWUMU ehEeKMUBHICMb HAGUAHHSL.
IHliocymosyrouu, asmopu cmeepoducyioms, wo 01 NiOBUWEHHA eheKMUBHOCMI eKOI02IYHOT  0ceimu
HeoOXiOHUll  yinicHutl, cucmemuuil nioxio, WO NOEOHYE Y32000CeHy OCGIMHIO NOMIMUKY, HANEICHE
Qinancyeanns, npogeciiiny niompumKy nedazo2iyHo20 NEpCoOHANy ma MICHY CRIGNpaylo Mixc WKOIAMU,
YCMAHO8AMU MA MICYEBUMU 2POMAOAMU.

Knwuogi cnoea: exonociyna oceima, oceima 018 CMano20 pO3GUMKY, eKOJI02IUHA C8I0OMicmb,
suumeIi, 0C8imms NOJIMuUKA.
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