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ABSTRACT

This article is a theoretical essay on the state of the art of contemporary 
civilization’s polycrisis at global and national levels, and on the challenges 
that these crises represent for environmental education that takes place in 
school contexts. Its objective, therefore, is to reflect on the magnitude of the 
socioenvironmental, climate and health crises and on the contribution that 
environmental education in schools can offer to reverse or mitigate the existing 
threats. The scientific and daily evidence reveals worrying signs that affect 
the state of the biosphere, human well-being and health, the food security 
of populations, the maintenance of peace and democracy and, ultimately, 
the very survival of the human species on planet earth. In these terms, 
allusion to narratives of collapse, catastrophe, rupture, decay and the end of 
the world is becoming more and more frequent in discourse and the social 
imaginary. Methodologically, the text dialogues with socioenvironmental 
literature, with contributions from critical environmental education, political 
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ecology, conflicts and socioenvironmental justice. The reflection concludes 
that in the face of the challenges posed, environmental education in schools 
cannot surrender to social and pedagogical reproductionism. The time is for 
development and transformation of subjects capable to exercise freedom 
and defend life.

Keywords: Socioenvironmental crisis. Environmental Education. Climate 
change.

RESUMO

O presente artigo é um ensaio teórico sobre o estado da arte das policrises da 
civilização contemporânea, nos planos global e nacional, e sobre os desafios 
que essas crises representam para a educação ambiental que se realiza em 
contextos escolarizados.  O objetivo, portanto, é refletir sobre a magnitude 
das crises socioambiental, climática e sanitária e sobre as contribuições 
que a educação ambiental escolar pode oferecer para reverter ou mitigar 
as ameaças identificadas. As evidências científicas e cotidianas revelam 
sinais preocupantes que impactam o estado da biosfera, o bem-estar e a 
saúde humana, a segurança alimentar das populações, a manutenção da 
paz e da democracia e, em última instância, a própria sobrevivência da 
espécie humana no planeta Terra. Nesses termos, torna-se, cada vez mais 
frequente, no discurso e no imaginário social, a alusão a narrativas de colapso, 
catástrofe, ruptura, decadência e fim do mundo. Metodologicamente, o texto 
dialoga com a literatura socioambiental com aportes da Educação ambiental 
crítica, da Ecologia política, dos conflitos e da justiça socioambientais. A 
reflexão conclui que, diante dos desafios colocados, a educação ambiental 
escolar não pode se render ao reprodutivismo social e pedagógico. O tempo 
é de formação e transformação dos sujeitos para o exercício da liberdade e 
para a defesa da vida.

Palavras-chave: Crise socioambiental. Educação ambiental. Mudanças 
climáticas. 

Introduction

“You have stolen my dreams and my childhood... We are at the beginning 
of a mass extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of 
eternal economic growth. How dare you?”

Greta Thunberg (DISCURSO..., 2019).
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This article is a theoretical essay on the contemporary socioenvironmental, 
climate and sanitary crisis, at global and national levels, and reflects on 
the contributions that environmental education (EE) in schools can offer to 
reverse or mitigate the existing threats. Thus, its aim is to understand the 
socioenvironmental risks that threaten contemporary civilization, and discuss 
the challenges and opportunities that exist through environmental education in 
schools in this context. 

This reflection is justified by the combination of worrying signs between 
societies and the environment, at local and global levels, and the challenges that 
a scenario in crisis poses to environmental education – EE. In other words, in 
face of these threats, what possible contribution can come from EE?

In recent decades, we have witnessed the existence and magnitude of the 
use of narratives associated with the ideas of the end of the world - collapse, 
catastrophe and rupture - in discourses and in the social imaginary. These 
apocalyptic references, albeit not meant as literal finitude, certainly indicate the 
end of the world, as we know it so far. Moreover, although these reports have 
existed since the beginning of the world, today they gain new verisimilitude and 
scientific foundations (DIAMOND, 2005; STENGERS, 2015; VIVEIROS DE 
CASTRO; DANOWSKI, 2014; KRENAK, 2019; LATOUR, 2020).

To accomplish this task, the article interlocks with literature that discusses 
the contemporary socioenvironmental crisis, with critical environmental 
Education, political Ecology, Justice and socioenvironmental conflicts (LIPIETZ, 
2002; ACSELRAD, 2009; ROCKSTRÖM, 2009; LAYRARGUES; LIMA, 2014; 
IPCC, 2018; CARIDE; MEIRA CARTEA, 2020).

Scientific research and everyday experience have gathered growing 
evidence that the current civilizing model, marked by the expansion of capitalism, 
neoliberal ideas, extreme social inequalities and an individualistic, competitive 
and consumerist culture, is threatening the stability of the ecosystem and social 
life, and compromises the expectation of future human existence on the planet. 
This scenario constitutes an unprecedented socioenvironmental crisis, a climate 
crisis that is beyond control of human management and, more recently, a global 
health crisis that, up to April 18, 2021, has reached a total of  3.013.217 deaths 
in the world due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and has disorganized economies 
and societies, especially those most socioeconomically vulnerable (IPCC, 2018; 
CARIDE; MEIRA CARTEA, 2020; JOHNS HOPKINS, 2021). 

It is important to add that the temporal acceleration of economic and social 
relations, driven by technological development, has intensified the scale and 
speed of environmental impact, by exponentially increasing the exploitation, 
consumption and degradation of natural resources (HARVEY, 2012; SANTOS; 
AZEVEDO, 2019).
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At the national level, the combination of neoliberalism with authoritarian 
and excluding regimes has promoted the dismantling of the State, public and 
social policies and aggravated the population’s work conditions and income, 
public education, environmental conservation, social well-being in general, and 
the quality of democracy  (FEARNSIDE, 2019; SANTOS JUNIOR; DINIZ; 
SAULE JUNIOR 2020).

Since its institutionalization in the last decades of the twentieth century, 
school environmental education in Brazil has lived with difficulties in 
insertion in the school and in the curriculum, with inadequate teacher training, 
with the lack of an interdisciplinary practice and with a conservationist 
pedagogy that does not respond to multiple dimensions of the existing crises. 
Nevertheless, much effort has been made to introduce EE in schools because 
it represents a valuable opportunity for developing active citizenship, in the 
face of serious socioenvironmental and climatic challenges. In this sense, 
it can be a strategic agent for social change, notwithstanding the inertia of 
governments, international organizations and companies, in national and 
international negotiations and decisions on environmental conservation and 
climate emergency (GAUDIANO; MEIRA CARTEA, 2009; JACOBI et al., 
2011; CARIDE, MEIRA CARTEA, 2020).

The article is structured in three sections in addition to the introduction 
and the final considerations. The first section analyzes the main contemporary 
socioenvironmental challenges. The second deals with the national socio-
political and environmental context and its effects on the ecosystem and public 
policies on environmental education. The third section discusses the potential 
transformation of environmental education in schools and the obstacles that 
still hinder its development. 

Contemporary socioenvironmental challenges

Ulrich Beck’s sociology of risks (1992) has resurfaced in view of the 
convergence of crises, conflicts, threats and environmental, climatic, health, 
technological, economic, labor and social risks that result from modernization 
and progress that escape the control of social institutions  (GUIVANT, 2016; 
BECK, 2018). 

For the author, the risks of advanced modernity are new because they 
are socially produced and because, in many cases, they are transnational, 
imperceptible, indeterminable in origin, unpredictable, incalculable from the 
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perspective of the damage it produces and, often, irreversible. Paradoxically, 
they are effects resulting from the triumph of the capitalist society and not from 
its flaws and failures. For Rodrigues (1998, p. 135) “the depletion of resources 
is happening exactly because in some places, the production model that seems 
infinite has worked out ‘right’”. Evaluating risks, therefore, is an indispensable 
analytical tool at the present time, marked by uncertainty, increasing complexity, 
technological allure and the acceleration of time. 

A set of evidence and recent research converge on the gravity of the current 
context, realizing that the model of capitalist civilization increasingly reaches 
beyond the limits of the ecosystem that Johan Rockström et al. (2009) called 
“planetary frontiers”. For the authors, these frontiers represent the limits of 
safe operation for human life on earth, beyond which we run irreversible risks. 
Based on a mapping of nine ecosystem limits, seven of which are measurable, 
they concluded that we have already exceeded three of them: carbon emissions, 
losses in biodiversity and the cycles of nitrogen and phosphorus. The other 
indicators are the use of drinking water, the acidification of the oceans, the 
reduction of stratospheric ozone, deforestation and land use, air pollution and 
the concentration of aerosols in the Earth’s atmosphere. 

This evidence prompted the Anthropocene hypothesis formulated by 
Crutzen (2002), which expresses the idea that the human species has become 
a geological force of systemic transformation of the planet due to the impacts 
produced in recent centuries, not only in the biosphere, but also in the lithosphere, 
terrestrial hydrosphere and atmosphere.

Jason Moore (2016) recognizes the relevance of the Anthropocene 
hypothesis, but prefers to call it the Capitalocene, as he disagrees with the 
generic attribution of responsibilities involved in the term that undermines the 
social, economic and environmental inequalities resulting from the capitalist 
mode of production. 

The escalation of neoliberalism since the 1980s, is another element that 
greatly aggravates environmental and social degradation when it advances 
on ecosystem resources; increases the human ecological footprint on earth 
(WACKERNAGEL; REES, 1996), reduces State action and its power of 
socioeconomic regulation, when it destroys social and labor rights, worsens social 
inequalities, when it promotes the culture of individualism and consumption 
and disseminates the ideas of meritocracy (HARVEY, 2008; MOORE, 2016; 
SANDEL, 2020). In this process, the ethics of trust, reciprocity and cooperation 
are sacrificed; values that are increasingly scarce and relevant in the construction 
of a democratic sociability. 
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In other words, the neoliberal ideology moves and expands on the objective 
level by transforming nature and human labor into consumable goods at an 
increasingly accelerated pace through technological development. Subjectively, 
it creates images and identities associated with consumption, by feeding the 
myth of infinite growth and transferring to individuals the responsibility for 
the success or failure of their social well-being, their employability and the 
planet’s environmental sustainability. This process results in an anthropocentric, 
economist, individualistic, technicist, competitive and consumerist culture 
(BAUMAN, 2003). As it promotes these values, the neoliberal culture tends to 
abandon values and practices such as solidarity, tolerance, social participation, 
citizenship and the defense of public goods. 

In the socioenvironmental field, the promotion of an anti-ecological 
discourse anchored in the unlimited desire for “progress”, and the narrow 
understanding that the environmental agenda and institutional management 
mechanisms are obstacles to overcome in the name of economic expansion, 
is increasingly stronger (LAYRARGUES, 2018). The anti-ecological 
discourse is manifested in the powers of the republic and in the lobbies aimed 
at deconstructing the instruments of environmental regulation, in scientific 
and climatic denialism, in impunity for major environmental crimes, in the 
invasion of indigenous and quilombola lands and in the systematic attack on 
environmental leaders and movements. 

The Covid 19 pandemic, which is still around us, has revealed new signs of 
the crisis we are in and the centrality of the environment in the diagnosis of our 
time. In a recent interview, historian and anthropologist Lilian Schwarz (2020), 
suggested that the Covid-19 pandemic should be treated as the landmark of the 
end of the 20th century. Her statement is justified by the serious consequences 
of the pandemic, by the multiple implications of the phenomenon at the global 
level, by the perplexity of authorities and institutions and by the generalized 
uncertainties it has established in our social lives. 

The link between the pandemic and environmental problems are 
undisputed and recognized by several studies and analysts that identify the 
zoonotic character of the virus, resulting from the growing proximity between 
wild animals, domestic animals and humans. Ultimately, this proximity results 
from the predatory growth model that expands at the expense of deforestation, 
destruction of habitats and biodiversity. In this process, the most evident causes 
are large-scale agricultural activities, mining, logging, urbanization and major 
infrastructure works, as well as the trafficking of wild animals, migration, travel 
and global trade, changes in demography and climate change (FAO, 2013; 
ZANELLA, 2016; CONTINI et al., 2020). 
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In this complex crisis, it is important to consider the incidence of temporal 
acceleration as a factor that intensifies the scale and speed of economic 
activity, the extraction of natural resources and, consequently, environmental 
degradation. The revolutions in the technological patterns are taking place in 
increasingly shorter time intervals, which result in increasing efficiency and 
speed in the exploitation of nature in order to meet the demands of growing 
capital productivity and profitability. Thus, the innovations that emerge within 
the productive system spread to the rest of the social system, transforming 
both the material world and the cultural and symbolic world (VIRILIO, 1996; 
HARVEY, 2012; ROSA, 2013).

Despite some gains in eco-efficiency, which reduces the consumption of 
energy and natural resources, from an absolute point of view, this innovative 
process makes social metabolism become increasingly predatory due to the 
incessant growth of the population, consumption and the resulting disposability. 
Furthermore, these relative gains in eco-efficiency are always followed by an 
increase in the consumption of goods and services that have become cheaper 
due to the innovation itself. For example, new light bulbs are more economical, 
so we tend to use them more than the old ones, neutralizing the gains obtained 
by eco-efficiency itself. This characterizes the well-known “Jevons Paradox” 
(ABRAMOVAY, 2012).

The outlined context summarizes the gravity of the global socioenvironmental 
condition and the need to make more effort to contain socioenvironmental 
degradation and build collective and individual solutions to protect human and 
non-human life from civilizatory threats.

In the following sections, the analysis will focus on the national socio-
political context and on the challenges and opportunities of environmental 
education in schools in Brazil. 

The Brazilian national socio-political context and its impact on the 
environment and on the environmental education public policies

The dismantling and setback of social and environmental rights and 
democratic public policies, from Michel Temer’s administration to the present 
day, reverberate throughout Brazilian society. Its effects act as a sequenced chain 
of destruction of the entire social protection system that took decades to build.
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The historical social inequality in Brazil persists because of a neoliberal 
development model that affects jobs, income, labor laws and compensatory 
social policies, while creating privileges for private capital (SANTOS 
JUNIOR; DINIZ; SAULE JUNIOR, 2020). OXFAM’s periodic reports on 
social inequality in Brazil demonstrate that the country remains one of the 
most unequal in the world and is a long way from fulfilling the rights affirmed 
in the 1988 Constitution (BRASIL, 1988). In summary, the 2017 data show 
that: the country’s six largest fortunes together correspond to fifty percent of 
the poorest population; there are still about 16 million people living below 
the poverty line and the country bears the third worst Gini2 index in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, just ahead of Colombia and Honduras. In a Human 
Development assessment of the United Nations Development Program-UNDP, 
which analyzes the situation of 140 countries worldwide, Brazil figures as the 
10th most unequal country (MAIA, 2017). 

The conservative wave underway in Brazil reveals the resurgence 
of the current neoliberal policy and its escalation with the election of Jair 
Messias Bolsonaro, in November 2018, consolidating the dismantling of the 
institutional, social and environmental structures built in the last four decades 
(FEARNSIDE, 2019).

In view of the above, nature management and conservation agencies, 
such as the Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio), 
the Brazilian Institute for the Environment and Renewable Natural Resources 
(IBAMA) and the Ministry of the Environment (MMA) are in a clear process of 
being depleted and emptying its role in management, inspection and control of 
the Brazilian environment. The weakening of public environmental management, 
in turn, aggravates socioenvironmental conflicts and injustices, namely those 
involving land and the use of natural resources by indigenous, quilombola, 
extractivist and riverine people (MELLO-THERY, 2019; CARVALHO, 2020). 

The disengagement of the State, in this sense, has facilitated the 
appropriation of resources by the sectors of agribusiness, mining, extractivism 
and logging. This uncontrolled advance on natural resources resulted in the 
New Forest Code approved in 2012, and in the disasters in Mariana in 20153, 
Barcarena in 2018, and Brumadinho in 2019. It also led to the irresponsible 
release of the registration of more than 500 new pesticides, in the uncontrolled 

2 The GINI index is an indicator of the income distribution of a population that ranges from 
0 to 1, the more unequal the closer to 1.

3 Although the current context refers to Temer’s and Bolsonaro’s administrations, where 
public environmental management has been aggravated, it should be noted that Dilma Roussef’s 
administration also failed to predict and punish offenders in the case of Mariana-MG in 2015.
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increase in deforestation and in fires that have seriously degraded the Amazon, 
Savanna and Pantanal biomes (MELLO-THERY, 2019; LASCHEFSKI, 2020). 

The dismantling of public and environmental policies also meant the 
stripping of education and environmental education policies. 

The participatory effort of the public sector, legislators, organized sectors 
of civil society and the community of educators, managed to establish important 
chapters in the Constitution in 1988 (BRASIL, 1988). These were: the National 
Environmental Education Program - PRONEA in 1994 (BRASIL, 1994, 2005); 
the National Environmental Education Policy - PNEA in 1999 (BRASIL, 1999); 
the National Curriculum Parameters - PCNs in 1997 (BRASIL, 1997); the 
Governing Body of the PNEA formed by the Department of EE - DEA of MMA 
and by the General Coordination of Environmental Education - CGEA of the 
Ministry of Education (MEC) in 2002 (BRASIL, 2002), and the Curricular 
Guidelines of EE in 2012, closing a cycle of what seemed to be the consolidation 
of Environmental Education in Brazil (BRASIL 2012a, 2012b). However, after 
institutionalizing and consolidating environmental education policies, with the 
impeachment of President Dilma Rousseff in 2016, came the dismantling of the 
socioenvironmental agenda built at the federal level, with repercussions in the 
state and municipal spheres. 

From the point of view of environmental education, a number of initiatives 
that directly and indirectly produced serious setbacks for the sector are worth 
mentioning. For example, the extinction of the Department of Environmental 
Education - DEA of MMA and of the General Coordination of Environmental 
Education – the CGEA of the MEC, which constituted the inter-ministerial 
governing body4 of the 1999 National Environmental Education Policy – PNEA, 
since 2003. Along with the destruction of the institutional locus of the PNEA, 
a whole network of partnerships that PNEA had built with countless collective 
unions and civil society movements through the interaction of their governing 
body was also disorganized. With the extinction of its institutional base, EE 
also lost the funding to finance public sector policies. It should be noted that the 
signs of institutional marginalization of EE were already visible in the previous 
government of Michel Temer, with the almost complete exclusion of EE from 
the National Common Curricular Base - BNCC, approved in December 2017, 
for early childhood and elementary education and, in December 2018, for high 
school (OLIVEIRA, 2019; SILVA; LOUREIRO, 2020). 

4 The CGEA-MEC was linked to SECADI - Secretariat of Continuing Education, Literacy, 
Diversity and Inclusion, also extinguished by the new government.
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Challenges and opportunities of EE in schools

Carvalho and Muhle (2016) call attention to the loss of the countercultural 
(ROSZAK, 1972; CARVALHO, 2004) bias of EE that marked its identity in 
the 1960s/1970s. The revolutionary enthusiasm of the beginning seems to have 
dissipated in the monotony of a prescribed behavior, separated from the public 
sphere where policies are formulated and social rights and citizenship are upheld 
as laid out in the Constitution. 

Over the last decades, the assessment and analyzes of EE in schools 
have been determined by limits, such as: curricular rigidity; precarious teacher 
training; the practice of an incipient interdisciplinarity; a content-focused and 
undebatable pedagogical practice5; a biological and behavioral approach to 
environmental problems; the scant incorporation of the political and ethical 
dimensions of the environmental phenomenon; the discontinuity of school 
projects and the distance from surrounding communities, local problems and 
socioenvironmental conflicts (TRAJBER; MENDONÇA, 2006; MACHADO, 
2008; TORRES, 2013; TOZONI-REIS; CAMPOS, 2014; VIEGAS; NEIMAN, 
2015; COSENZA ; MARTINS, 2018).

There are, for example, historical and cultural epistemological limits 
that demand a slower and more gradual transformation. The very Cartesian 
and dualistic nature of Western scientific knowledge and the disciplinarity and 
unidimensionality resulting from this matrix of knowledge emerge as persistent 
obstacles to the environmentalization of schools. These epistemological 
limits make it difficult to integrate the constituent elements of existential and 
environmental experiences, such as the ones between nature and culture, society 
and environment, human and natural sciences, reason and emotion, mind and 
body, male and female, objectivity and subjectivity, among other dichotomies. 
This cognitive disintegration also produces hierarchical and political judgments, 
with anthropocentric and Eurocentric conclusions, of superiority, power and 
domination, with clear losses to a complex understanding of the environment 
and its insertion in the school space. 

Evidence has shown that the inclusion of environmental education in 
schools depends on a set of pedagogical and political decisions that are beyond 
the control of teachers and the schools themselves. There is, therefore, no way to 

5 Contentism expresses the tendency to approach the teaching-learning process as a mere 
transmission and memorization of information in which the student is a passive, uncritical and 
non-reflective being of the educational process.
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understand this process just by making schools and teachers responsible for poor 
environmentalization, without considering the participation or not of sectoral 
public policies and agencies. It is well known that in Brazil, EE suffers from the 
same problems in the educational field, which are historical and chronic. Namely, 
the lack of political priority, budget restrictions, the devaluation and unreliability 
of teaching, the scarce opportunities for training and lack of encouragement for 
research. In other words, schools and environmental education lack human, 
pedagogical, financial, scientific, infrastructural and technical resources. 

Faced with such limits, how is it possible to think about EE in schools 
given the serious socioenvironmental challenges experienced in contemporary 
society? What can be done with the available resources? 

In the first place, it is necessary to internalize the socioenvironmental 
problems that mark our time and deal with them in their complexity, considering 
their historicity, their genesis and their multiple constituent dimensions. The 
climate crisis that needs attention, for example, is still a marginal topic on the 
school agenda, as are the themes of socioenvironmental inequality, conflicts and 
environmental justice, losses in biodiversity, traditional populations, the energy 
matrix and the new epidemiological risks that, together, are the result of the 
degradation promoted by the expansion of the capitalist economy. Naturally, 
this approach must respect the age and the psychopedagogical capacity of the 
students to understand the problems and assimilate them in a constructive way. 

It is undeniable that without a place in the curriculum, the environmental 
issue has little chance of progressing satisfactorily in school environments. 
The dilemma between the curricular insertion and the transversal nature of EE 
is a historical impasse in the area that continues very much alive today, and, 
therefore, needs to be rethought and re-discussed. The guidelines of the PNEA, 
the National Curriculum Parameters - PCNs and the Curricular Guidelines of EE, 
affirmed the interdisciplinary and transversal insertion of EE in the curriculum 
and in the school. However, because the curriculum, school organization, official 
knowledge and teacher training obey a disciplinary logic, all that has been left 
for EE is a peripheral, secondary and discontinuous place in the school. In view 
of this impasse, it seems evident that in addition to the rediscussion of curricular 
insertion, there is a need for more effort in the continuing education of teachers, 
in the reorganization of school management, in the reform of the curriculum, 
in didactic transposition, in the workload of teachers and in the interaction 
between the community of teachers in the school (OLIVEIRA, 2007; LAMOSA; 
LOUREIRO, 2011; TOZONI-REIS; CAMPOS, 2014; CARVALHO, 2020).

Projects, on the other hand, are powerful educational instruments 
that make it possible to coordinate school and society with contemporary 
socioenvironmental problems. They enable research, interdisciplinarity and 
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critical thinking, the coordination between theory and practice, learning 
from experience, the collective construction of knowledge, contact with the 
community and with local problems. However, projects tend to lack continuity, 
planning time, support from school management, integration between teachers 
of different disciplines and basic infrastructure resources. It is also important 
to consider the partnerships that the school establishes to develop projects and 
the way the partnerships work. Of course, partnerships are generally welcome, 
but some of them pose problems. For example, projects that arrive ready at 
school often do not involve the participation of teachers and students and the 
topics chosen usually disregard the school’s educational agenda. Some of these 
projects are products of partnerships with companies interested in promoting 
goods and services or cleaning up their environmental image, compromised 
by their own productive logic (MACHADO, 2008; LAMOSA; LOUREIRO, 
2011). On the other hand, there are opportunities for very fertile partnerships 
with universities, NGOs, associations and social and environmental movements, 
traditional communities, government agencies involved in socioenvironmental 
issues and the surrounding communities. All of them provide relevant learning 
through meetings, mutual visits, courses, lectures, field days and political-
pedagogical alliances. 

The issue of behaviorism remains very much alive in EE in schools and 
represents another important obstacle to the advancement of an emancipating EE. 
It is an obstacle because it shifts public environmental problems to the private 
sphere, attributing all the responsibility for these problems to individuals. In 
doing so, it depoliticizes the environmental debate and demobilizes the capacity 
for ecopolitical action from the teachers and students involved (LIMA, 2017; 
LAYRARGUES, 2020). 

Education, as is well known, has no life of its own. It is a subsystem of 
society as a whole, conditioned by current values, rationality and social practices. 
In this context, it has the primary function of transmitting the culture and traditions 
established to socialize new generations. However, and above all, it also has the 
role of renewing that same culture when civilization and hegemonic practices 
threaten the conservation of life as a whole, causing oppression and injustice 
against the population or parts of it, and compromising the freedom and dignity 
of human and non-human beings. This seems to be the situation in which we find 
ourselves, i.e.: when scientific evidence reveals the harbingers of the collapse of 
the world and of society, as we know them. Thus, if education is a product of this 
world, it must be provoked to resist, reconstruct and to transition to another society 
capable of protecting life, solidarity and socioenvironmental justice. Therefore, 
environmental education for the end of the world must not allow passivity, social 
indoctrination and the social and pedagogical reproduction of the status quo. 
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The need for radical changes in our production and consumption 
patterns, lifestyles and cultural values is one of the most complex challenges in 
Environmental Education. For Charlot (2020, p. 13)

it is not possible to think of an Environmental Education that deals with 
the future of the human species and the world, if the school continues to 
function as a place of competition, of permanent evaluation, threatening 
failure, all of which is more important than development. 

Andrade and Sorrentino (2013), in turn, argue that an EE focused on the 
technical resolution of problems is limited to the verifiable dimension of the 
environmental issue, without advancing the matter in-depth nor the relationship 
of educators and students with the public sphere. 

Thus, although dealing with objective environmental issues (garbage, 
pollution, deforestation, etc.) is important in building societies whose 
ways of life are more sustainable than today, it is not enough. A clean and 
forested world does not necessarily mean a more just and democratic world. 
The ability of students to recognize and collect plastic in a schoolyard 
does not enable them to reflect on issues related to consumerism, health, 
or even solid waste policies. Finally, people who know the right color of 
the container to place a recyclable plastic packaging are, likewise, not 
more critical, participatory and aware of the reasons for their affections 
and the presence of their “I” in the world. It is necessary to go further 
(ANDRADE; SORRENTINO, 2013, p. 95, our translation).

There is no recipe that accounts for the complexity of EE in Brazil and 
worldwide in the present scenario. However, when what is at stake is the need 
for a new social organization due to the crises listed above, it is not a matter 
of building a “new normal” under the same conditions of socioenvironmental 
inequality, consumption and interpersonal relationships riddled with hatred and 
violence. There is a link between the individual, society and the environment, 
which is not resolved in the purely private sphere. 

As one can see, EE in schools has several challenges to overcome and, at 
the same time, opportunities to develop. It is worth noting, however, that the 
peripheral condition that it has occupied in the school system does not reduce its 
social, pedagogical, cultural and political importance and without EE in schools, 
it will be much more difficult to build a sustainable society. 

LIMA, G. F. da C; TORRES, M. B. R. An education for the end of the world?...

Educar em Revista, Curitiba, v. 37, e77819, 2021 13



Final considerations

This article sought to reflect on the role of EE in schools context given 
the socioenvironmental, climatic and health crises that have marked the 20th 
and 21st centuries. A primary issue, that has persisted since the 1970s, due to 
the emergence of environmental issues in the world, is the need to adapt the 
educational system, in its thematic and pedagogical priorities, to the challenges 
and urgencies of the environmental crisis. Evidently, this is a highly complex 
challenge that cannot be reduced to recommending ecologically correct 
behavioral models and to practices of indoctrination or moral standards. In this 
context of plural crises, environmental education in schools must appoint a new 
pedagogical repertoire that goes well beyond that. 

The discussion carried out during this study noted the importance of a 
pedagogy of autonomy and resistance, the internalization of local problems and 
socioenvironmental conflicts, the formulation of participatory methodologies and 
dialogue with the non-school community, without losing sight of the integration 
within the school community. 

As we have seen, what is at stake is the survival of the species and the 
safekeeping of life in its broad sense. This implies a commitment to the present 
time and to future generations. One of the watchwords of several contemporary 
social movements has been “peace is not possible without social justice”. Under 
this slogan, we could add environmental justice. 

In this sense, the young activists of the “Fridays for the Future” movement, 
headed by Greta Thunberg, are right when they warn us that they have lost 
their dreams and their childhood in the name of a petty civilizing project 
whose priorities are only money and economic growth. They have a decisive 
contribution to the construction of an Environmental Education for the end of 
the world and a transition to a civilization where life is more important than 
the economy. 
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