
This document is downloaded from DR‑NTU (https://dr.ntu.edu.sg)
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Translating environmental education aims into
action programmes

Chelliah, T.

1980

Chelliah, T. (1980). Translating environmental education aims into action programmes. In
AMIC‑MARA Seminar on Communication Issue of the '80s : Challenge and Response, Kuala
Lumpur, September 18‑19, 1980.

https://hdl.handle.net/10356/85961

Downloaded on 20 Mar 2024 18:45:37 SGT



Translating Environmental Education Aims Into Action Programmes 

By 

T Cheiliah 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



TRANSLATING ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AIMS 

INTO ACTIO'! PROGRAMMES 

by 

Dr. T„ Cielliah 

Faculty of Education 
University of Malaya 

ATTENTION: The Singapore Copyright Act applies to the use of this document. Nanyang Technological University Library



Translat ing Environmental Education Aims 
into Action Programmes 

Dr. T. Chelliah 
Faculty of Education 
University of Malaya 

In t he United Nations Declaration of the Human Environment, 

the following statement appears: 

"We see around us growing evidence of man-made 
harm in many regions of the earth: dangerous 
l eve l s of pol lu t ion in water, a i r , earth and 
l i r i n g being; major and undesirable disturbances 
to t he ecological balance of the biosphere; 
des t ruct ion and depletion of irreplaceable 
resources, and gross deficiencies harmful to 
the physical , mental and social health of 
man, in the man-made environment, pa r t i cu la r ly 
in the l iv ing and working environment."1 

The pertinence of the above statement to Malaysia i s evidenced 

by the vast information accumulated on the condition of the environment. 

One need not go far to ac tua l ly see, f ee l , hear, smell and t a s t e pol lut ion. 

This awareness of environmental problems has gained tremendous momentum 

leading f i r s t l y , t o the formation of concerned bodies whose a c t i v i t i e s , 

though st imulating, unfortunately need more co-ordination for greater 

nat ional impact; secondly, has provoked the government to formulate 

po l i c ies and l e g i s l a t i o n . I t i s acknowledged that these a c t i v i t i e s , 

po l i c i e s and l eg i s l a t ion are aimed at bringing about change not only in 

the physical , chemical and biological component of the environment, bub 

one of greater importance, a change in the people who use, manage and 

l i v e in the environment and who form a v i t a l in tegra l part of the 

environment. 

1. United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, Stockholm, 
5-6 June, 1972, "Draft Texts of a Preamble and Pr inciples of the 
Declaration of the Human Environment," Document A/Conf.48/PC 16, p . l . 
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Environmental education i s unique in that i t requires a cer tain 

degree of co-operation between educational bodies and the non-educational 

sec tor . This i s essent ial since environmental education in t h e school 

should r e l a t e the environmental issues and s i tua t ions faced by the nation. 

Secondly i f schools are to be r e a l i s t i c in the i r teaching, then a flow 

of information wi l l be necessary from the non-educators to curriculum 

people in the education system. Thirdly, i f environmental education i s 

to be e f fec t ive , i t cannot take place ent i re ly within schools, the non-

educational sectors in the society will need to make f a c i l i t i e s available 

for out of school learning experience. Fourthly, the education system 

should be prepared to look outside the i r own resources much more if they 

are t o cont r ibute t o the improvement of the nat ional environmental 

s i tua t ion . 

The goals of Environmental Education as stated by UNESCO and 

which has been generally accepted are as follows: 

1. to foster c lear awareness of, and concern about 
economic, soc ia l , po l i t i c a l and ecological 
interdependence in urban and rura l areas; 

2. to provide every person with opportunit ies to 
acquire the knowledge, (values, a t t i t u d e s , 
commitment) and s k i l l s needed to protect and 
improve the environment; 

3 . t o create new pat terns of behaviour of 
individuals , groups and society a s ' a whole 
towards the environment. 

How i s the school, which bears only part of the respons ib i l i ty , t o 

t r a n s l a t e these aims into r e a l i s t i c «bjectives for the pup i l s . The 

development in t he individual of awareness, competence, understanding 

and concern as i t r e l a t e s to the environment are d i f f i cu l t objectives 

and a close study of these objectives wil l reveal that t he re i s a bui l t 

in progression from learning which i s mainly directed towards personal 
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development to learning which increasingly takes into account the needs 

of society. 

T7ithin the given, structured school system of individual 

compartmentalized subjects focussing on the examination a.t the and of the 

eleven year tunnel , environmental re lated top ics can s t i l l be delt with 

within each subject area without giving i t an in te r -d i sc ip l ina ry character:. 

The effectiveness can be enhanced i f the examination procedure could be 

reor ientated to exclude rote learning and regurgi ta t ion of fac ts and to 

develop s k i l l s in applicat ion, analysis , synthesis and evaluation leading 

t o sc i en t i f i c and systematic s k i l l t r a in ing . Also the mych that only 

t he science stream students can undertake studies in environmental 

education should be abolished and new thinking established as to the 

exact nature of environmental education. 

In order to achieve the above, the following const ra ints will 

have to be met: 

1. the teacher has to be extremely familiar wi"sh the 
topics in the subject, 

2. the teacher has to be sens i t ive to environmental 
issues to be able to recognize i t s re la t ionship 
to specific top ics , 

3. the teacher has to be well equipped with teaching 
techniques "and methodology, 

4. the teacher has to aware of the resources avai lable 
to aid in the teaching, 

5. there must be sui table time al located for the t op i c , 

6. the syllabus must be f lex ib le enough t o accommodate 
the new content and provide opportunity for change, 
and 

7. the conditions imposed by the examination must be 
f lex ib le and accommodating. 
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These above l i s t ed constraints could be used to argue the fact 

that the system i t s e l f has a b u i l t - i n ant i-environmental f a c t o r . I t has 

been stated that "the colonial type formal school does not offer an ideal 

framework for environmen''• al education. In f a c t , t h i s school a l ienates the 

pupi l s , gives them a fragmented knowledge and prevents the child and the 

adolescent from achieving a comprehensive view cf objects and phenomena. 

Therefore, i t i s not enough simply to develop curr icula for environmental 
0 

education within the framework of t h i s sype of school, but rather reforms 

of the formal education system must be undertaken on a regional noals in 

order to give environmental education i t s t r ue p lace ." 

The current trend in curriculum development to-day i s to adopt 

a h o l i s t i c approach. This view advocates tha t a single concept or theme 

be studied from many complementary view poin ts . The very nature of 

environmental education lends i t s e l f comfortably to t h i s approach since 

no one d i sc ip l ine can claim p r i o r i t y over t h i s unique f i e ld . I t s multi-

d isc ip l inary nature i s erfcremely di f f icul t t o quantify, secondly, i t i s 

d i f f icu l t t o describe comprehensively w:.thin a single subject nor can i t 

be easi ly compartmentalized. Examples of unifying topics that can be 

handled under t h i s approach are energy, conservation, natural resources, 

food, l e i su re and recreat ion, to name a few. 

This trend of adopting the h o l i s t i c or thematic approach should 

be gradually adopted to replace the compartmentalized t r a d i t i o n a l approach 

to teaching concepts under very s t r i c t labels such as physics, biology, 

chemistry, geography etc c Many countries are now moving away from t h i s 

t r ad i t i ona l system towards the logical h o l i s t i c approach. A good working 

1, ReviewAthe area environmental education and t r a i n i n g , Report of the 
Executive Director . United Nation Environmental Project (TJNEP) 
Report No.l . 
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example i s the Norwegian programme. The Malaysian example in t h i s 

d i rec t ion i s the Integrated Science Programme of the lower and upper 

secondary c l a s ses . The philosophy of t h i s programme was to attempt a 

h o l i s t i c approach, to help dissolve the compartmentalized character of 

science teaching in the country and to help the child understand science 

concepts as a whole. Even though the three sciences were now combined 

yet l i t t l e attempt was made to actually present the content in h o l i s t i c 

or thematic concepts, they exist as individually recognizable topics as 

they existed previously in the separate science cur r icu la . This weakness 

encouraged the perpetuation of compartmentalization. 

Thus if. i f i s decided to implement a policy for environmental 

education, some of the prac t ica l implications for such a programme might 

be: 

1. the design of syllabus and overall programmes 
of study to ensure su i t ab i l i t y of content, 

2. the provision, at sui table s tages , of 
opportunities for a l l pupi ls , 

a. to study and discuss enviromental issues 

b . to become act ively involved where 
appropriate, 

3 . adjustment of the t ime-table to provide opportunit ies 
for a measure of co-operative teaching, and t o 
permit a proportion of the pupils learning experience 
to be undertaken out of schools, 

4. the designation of a trained member of staff to 
have responsibi l i ty for planning and co-ordination. 

i 

Even though l ipservice i s being paid to the importance of the 

environment .and environmental education and the need for a fresh thinking 

1. under t h i s programme themes and sub-themes are developed for each of 
the six years of the primary school. The themes are namely: Knowledge 
concerning and experience of the environment; s o i l , water, a i r and 
energy pol lut ion problems in the environment; in te r re la t ionships in 
nature-the ecosystem; population, nu t r i t i on , hea l th , u t i l i z a t i o n and 
d i s t r ibu t ion of resources. 
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in t h i s f i e ld , yet effective implementation i s often hampered by several 

cons t ra in t s . One of these i s the debate between indus t r ia l development 

and environmental quality. The Japanese experience in t h i s di rect ion 

i s a useful index to clearly i l l u s t r a t e the urgent need for Malaysia to 

review the environment-iiidustrial equation. Another would be the lack of 

t ra ined personnel and expertise and the future job opportunit ies for 

these graduates. The education system i s a unique system in t h a t , i t 

i s not only a provider but also a consumer and wi l l be needing a l l the 

t ra ined personnel. As such the movement for environment education has 

t o begin somewhere and i t s cyclic effect wi l l be automatic. 

1 proceedings of the Symposium "Challenge of Social S c i e n t i s t s , 
Tokyo, March, I98O (unpublished). 

C/cwc 
i-6.9.1980. 
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