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Abstract 

The investigation on Environmental Education (EE) and its implementation in 

elementary schools in the EU-member states Germany and Sweden was done through 

field theoretical studies and surveys. For simplification it is used for Environmental 

education the acronym of “EE” in the present paper. Thus, the following paper is a 

comparison of EE’s current status in Sweden and Germany, in hopes of finding ideal 

ways of promoting and to recommend Environmental Education in both countries. 

International cooperation in the field of Environmental Education and the transfer of 

research results to any relevant countries is essential in making the world an 

environmentally educated community. 
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1 Introduction 

In the age of global communication where it is possible to become abreast with 

environmental or socio-political trends from different countries across the world, Sweden and 

Germany are known as global leaders in different fields. Especially their role in the 

educational systems is discussed a lot. EU-countries pay much attention to the Swedish way 

commonly known as “Swedish Model”1 and the German way is in general known with high 

quality standards in education. The Stockholm Conference in 1972 and in particular the Rio 

Conference in 1992 was the start that Sweden has environmentally led the world. Sweden is 

one of the pioneering countries in education for all including immigrants. Germany is known 

for good qualification in the education. EE plays in both educational system – in Sweden and 

Germany – an important role which is discussed in the present paper. 

  

1.1 Method 
 
The interest in EU-policy, educational systems and finally the deeper interest in EE are the 

starting point for this thesis. The idea to put a stronger focus and to write about educational 

systems and the implementation of EE in elementary schools became during the ESP-

Program more concrete. The interest is to find out how well children (age 6 to 12) are 

educated in environmental matters, how is EE implemented in Swedish and German 

elementary schools and with which methods do they get their knowledge in environmental 

matters. The thesis follows the main questions: What kind of EU-programms are employed to 

achieve a sustainable development in environmental aspects for future generations (like 

students in elementary schools). Which role play education and life-long learning in creating 

sustainable production and consumption patterns? For this ambitious enterprise is it 

important to know how can schools educate tomorrow’s citizens to become responsible 

actors in an environmentally sustainable world. Do German and Swedish schools use the 

EU-policy-programms and which results are expected? And the most interesting question is: 

Where is the transparency between EU-Policy making and the practical transformation for 

students in elementary schools to learn about sustainbility development like in environmental 

matters? 

 

But before these questions find answers in this paper, it is more important to get an 

understanding of what “Environmental Education” (as part of “Education of Sustainable 

Development”) is about. Before it is to clarify why the term of Environmental education is 

used. The term of Environmental education is an approach who imparts in particulary the 

                                                 
1
 Swedish Modell means Swedish industrial relations; economization and reorganisation of production processes, 

a active strtegy of the labour market and a homogeneous wages policy. Comparative studies granted Sweden a 
high rank. ( after Fulcher, 1991) 
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responsible dealings with the environment (nature) and natural resource. The following 

chapter examines and defines the term of EE. Furthermore it comes up with the differences 

in the understanding of meaning of Environmental education in Germany and Sweden. 

Which roles have schools in this context, especially elementary schools, and how do schools 

implement EE? What kind of frameworks are EE following and who is responsible in this field?  

 

The first chapter examines the term of EE in its historical backround and the development of 

EE . Where does it come from and which influences are significant. For that it is split up in a 

theoretical part which defines EE, introduce the historical backround and show the value of 

elementary schools. In chapter two is the focus on the need of EE and the influence of EU-

policy. In chapter three and four which compares the educational systems in general and the 

syllabuses from elementary schools in Germany and Sweden shows the differences and 

similarities in the practical approach. Furthermore it shows methods and practical 

approaches which are used in EE in Germany and Sweden. For that it is created a 

questionaire (see attachment) as a basis for interviews with experts in EE, school principals 

and teachers of elementary schools in Germany and Sweden. Finally chapter five shows the 

development and the direction of EE in general related to the case studies. By means of a 

critical discussion as a conclusion gives some recommendation. Finally this thesis shows 

EU-policy approaches which describe the implementation of EE in elementary schools and 

educational systems and explores innovative pedagogical methods exemplary in the OECD 

countries Germany and Sweden. Last but not least the thesis is intend to give an impression 

of co-operation and communication relationships in Environmental Education.  

 

1.2 Definition and historical backround of Environmental Education (EE) 
 
The following explains the term of EE with the help of the historical context. Here are 

different definition approaches and ultimately, presents out and discusses the understanding 

of EE and used term of Education for Sustainbility (EfS). Since second half of the 70s and as 

a proposal of the “Conference on the Human Environment”2, are the ecological needs with 

the synonyms, “Environmental Education" and “environmental education / -training” in 

pedagogy integrated. 

 

The UNESCO conference report of 1977 claims were pronounced in respect of a current and 

future environment. It is a necessary requirement for humanity, to protect the environment in 

                                                 
2
 The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (also known as the Stockholm Conference) was an 

international conference convened under United Nations auspices held in Stockholm, Sweden from 5th-16
th
 of 

june 1972. It was the UN's first major conference on international environmental issues and marked a turning 
point in the development of international environmental politics. 
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a better way. The responsibility for environmental and ethical values can be reached through 

education. In this context, the UNESCO conference report environmental education 

interpreted as follows: It "[...] should be viewed as a result of the reorientation and dovetailing 

of different disciplines and educational experiences which facilitate an integrated perception 

of the problems of the environment, enabling more rational action (UNESCO report 1979). 

The fundamental requirement of environmental education is practically oriented and is thus 

integrated into learning the environmental problems associated with a rapidly changing world 

to be solved. This requires a coordination of school subjects and a corresponding 

organization and implementation of the various factors of the educational process in school, 

the textbooks, curricula, etc. It also consider that environmental education is a lifelong 

learning form.” (Mertens, 1995, p. 46) 

 

On the basis of this claim, the global learning conference refering to environmental education 

means:  

1. In humans and community is a universal awareness in the complex 

   environment achieved. 

2. An understanding for the issues of the biggest ecological problems of today's world, 

   as well as the impact of their numerous ecological relationships, physical, socio- 

   economic conditions should be awakened.  

3. With the help of concern 'on environmental responsibility should target the moral,  

    economic and subtle values are formed.  

4. On a different level of academic skills should be learned what with the  

   application and dissemination of knowledge gained to solve environmental  issues.  

5. A direct socio-political participation should be encouraged.  

 

(Mertens, 1995, p. 46) 

 

Therefor, the mission of Environmental Education is to educate humanity and ecological 

responsibbility. In the following figure (fig. 1) are the main historical impetus for 

Environmental Education and gives some crucial information about the ongoing discussion in 

the field of EE. 
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Another starting point for EE is the Tbilisi Declaration (UNESCO-UNEP, 1978).  The Tbilisi 

declaration is the result of an intergovernmental conference held in 1977 and it built on work 

done at previous meetings in 1972 and 1975.  As such it has international legitimacy and 

stands as a blueprint for EE in many countries (Palmer, 1998).   
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This document sets out the goals of Environmental Education as follows: 

� to foster clear awareness of, and concern about, economic, social, 

political and ecological interdependence in urban and rural areas; 

� to provide every person with opportunities to acquire the knowledge, 

values, attitudes, commitment and skills needed to protect and improve 

the environment; 

� to create new patterns of behaviour of individuals, groups and society as 

a whole towards the environment.  

 

(UNESCO-UNEP, 1978, p. 3)  

Therefor, Environmental Education generally refers to curriculum and programs which aim to 

guide and teach people about the natural world and particularly about in which ways 

ecosystems work. Environmental Education programs often aim to change people's 

perceptions about the value of the natural world and to teach proper environmental 

behaviours, such as getting people to recycle or to build eco-friendly dwellings. In western-

style environmental education like in Germany and Sweden is the focus to get an 

understanding in which ways work humans and human systems impact on the environment 

and non-human natural systems. For this it is also important to teach and to understand the 

impact of natural systems on humans and human society.  (Tbilisi Declaration, 1977) 

The Tbilisi goals emphasise the need for changed behaviour which is linked to social, 

economic and political activity. Environmental problems can not solve without addressing the 

social, economic and political forces which drive them. With that is a need in  new patterns of 

behaviour from the whole society. This are enorm challenges for schools and for society. The 

general tenor of these contributions is that the task is not simple and requires some deeper 

thinking than is commonly evident.  Clearly, these people have different views on what “new 

patterns of behaviour” might be.  Thus, that EE and ESD may be the same or may be 

completely different, depending on the driving values.  EE has a set of goals and detailed 

supporting material give the Tibilisi Declaration and Belgrade Charter (UNESCO-UNEP, 

1975).  Against Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) does not and to explain this, it 

is a need to track a little history. 

 Annette Gough (1997) reports that the concept of sustainability arose at least as early as 

1980 in a report by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN, 1980), but 

was popularised by a report from the World Commission for Environment and Development, 

Our Common Future (WCED, 1987), commonly known as the Bruntland Report. The report 



The Implementation of Environmental Education in elementary schools 
— A Comparative Study between Sweden and Germany — 

 

   

9 

defined sustainable development as that which “(…) meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs (...)”  (WCED, 1987, p. 

43).  This definition, like the Tibilsi goals, hangs on a couple of important interpretations. In 

particular, what is ‘development’, what are ‘needs’, and what is meant by “compromising” the 

future? It suffices to say that development as it is currently understood has caused the 

environmental crisis and that this is driven by the ‘needs’ of the rich rather than those of the 

poor. Thus, O’Riordan (1989) considered the term ‘sustainable development’ to be the refuge 

of the environmentally perplexed. Indeed, the Brundtland Report is most confused about 

what sustainable development is and suspects that is because it would have been 

unacceptible to say that the rich nations are rich enough. Most important though, the 

Bruntland Report is about economics, not education. The EE literature reports scores, if not 

hundreds, of definitions for sustainable development and Gough (1997) suggests it has 

become little but a slogan. 

“A meeting of non-government organisations (NGOs) immediately prior to the Rio summit 

produced an alternative statement on EE/ESD entitled the Treaty on Environmental 

Education for sustainable Societies and Global Responsibility. This is mentioned by Gough 

(1997) and (...) was courteously provided by her. Its principles for “Environmental Education 

for Equitable and Sustainable Societies” are listed with some selected points below:  

1. Education is the right of all; we are all learners and educators. 

2. Environmental Education is not neutral, but is value based. It is an act for social 

transformation. 

3. Environmental Education requires a democratization of the mass media and its 

commitment to the interests of all sectors of society. Communication is an inalienable 

right and the mass media must be transformed into one of the main channels of 

education, not only by disseminating information on an egalitarian basis, but also 

through the exchange of means, values and experiences.  

4. Environmental Education must integrate knowledge, skills, values; attitudes and 

actions. It should convert every opportunity into an educational experience for 

sustainable societies. 

 5. Education must help to develop an ethical awareness of all forms of life with which 

humans share this planet, respect all life cycles and impose limits on humans' 

exploitation of other forms of life.(...)”3 

                                                 
3
 David Chapman, Massey University College of Education, 2009. [online] Available at: 

<http://www.nzaee.org.nz/index.asp?pageID=2145880172> [Accessed 25 February 2009 ] 
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If we know about these traditions and of the substance of the statements quoted above, we 

can build EE/ESD on solid foundations with a clear sense of direction.  We need to keep the 

foundational goal in focus and new patterns of behaviour. This creates a significant tension 

for schools which have often considered to be part of the apparatus for reproducing the 

status quo rather than leading social change. EE is about cooperation and needs to be built 

on a robust foundation. So in the end, it is no matter what makes ‘education for a better 

world’, it is about quality of education. It is important that people undertake such work having 

informed themselves about the task. With that educators and teachers need to keep in mind 

that a decade for ‘education for sustainable development’ could easily be co-opted as 

propaganda in support of the economic growth imperitive, or alternatively, be simply ten 

more years of procrastination. It could be a decade of more trivial, fringe educational 

initiatives while carbon dioxide in the atmosphere continues to build. Environmental 

educators can not afford to be complacent about these issues. For that reason 

Environmental Education must be more than just teaching about environmental protection. 

The main subject should deal with environmental problems, but including laws and 

regulations, rules of coexistence or the need for the planning of habitat must be treated. 

Environmental education concludes with a natural history as well as environmental education 

and the study at the university. Environmental education as part of general and vocational 

training to the people to a competent and responsible use of natural and environmental 

capacity. (Hollstein, 2002) The definition makes clear that environmental education is a 

lifelong process where primary schooling is part of the beginning to learn about EE. But the 

education and with that the schools have a responsibility to enlighten and raise awareness 

about our self-responsibility for a healthy environment. It does not only bear out the 

responsibility of teachers, but also parents of children and the guiding through politics. 

Because of the extensive responsibility is directing the implementation of EE much discussed 

and the approaches of implementation varies. The following chapters show how EE is 

implemented with the examples from Sweden and Germany. But before it is a need to show 

why EE is so important to educate in elementary schools. 

1.3 The value of elementary schools 
 
After Hale the first education has to provide the young people „(...) with the tools they need to 

become effective members of their society and to provide adults with new information so that 

they can adapt to changing circumstances” (Hale, 1993, p.ix). Hale recommended education 

as a possibly successful transformation for young people and for that education is the key. 

Furthermore Hale stressed out with “(...) environmental education is a fundamental part of 

the total educational package, especially in the primary and secondary school (...)” (Hale, 
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1993, p.xi). The students need to understand the concept of environment and their own role 

and responsibility for the environment. The age for students in elementary schools is 

between six to 12 years in Germany and between seven to 16 years in Sweden. In general 

the age span from six to 12 has one important advantage in comparison to younger than six 

years or older than 12 years old, cause this is the time where children tend to form identity 

and opinions most effectively. An international study entitled “Emergent Environmentalism” 

confirms the learning of children aged four to 12 years. “The overall purpose of the Emergent 

Environmentalism research is to investigate the acquisition and development of 

environmental knowledge, awareness and concern in both adults and young children. (...) In 

conclusion, the analysis expounds that children as young as four years of age are capable of 

making simple accurate statements about the effects of major environmental change on 

habitats and living things. Occasionally by the age of eight and certainly by the age of ten, 

students are capable of appreciating and explaining the complexity of some of the 

relationships that exist among plants, animals and their habitats, and to provide accurate 

reasoned explanations of some of the effects of significant changes to global environments.” 

(Palmer, 2004, p.213) 

 

Finally, pioneering of a comprehensive EE are mostly elementary schools which educate in 

environmental standards or use environment-friendly materials. EE is part of the normal 

physical, linguistic, religious and artistical subjects and affect the whole school life which is 

concreted in Chapter 3.  
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2 The need for EE as result of Environmental Policy 
 
The phenomenon and the term of the ecological crisis is not fundamentally new. Problems 

such as destruction of the landscape (e.g. deforestation), pollution of water and the air were 

always there. The difference to the environmental pollution which in the wake of the growing 

industrialization dramatically increased, insists on a qualitative level. Here one example: the 

obvious climate change. Every day we are experiencing and will continue to experience 

climate changing signs. Some characteristics keywords for climate change are shift of 

climate zones, change of agriculture, melting of the polar ice caps, sea level rise and flooding 

emphasized also in Europe. The scientists think they know the most important reasons, 

although the science always finds new theoretical explanations which are responsible for 

climate change. It is certain that the carbon dioxide causes greenhouse effect, but these 

points are not explained further in this paper, but they show that there is an ongoing 

discussion and to get knowledge of our environment especially in the ecological aspects is a 

present topic. The Club of Rome named its own report “The human dilemma” which was 

published in 1979 and it deals with the possibilities of learning of mankind in the face of the 

population trends, arms race and the increasing environmental destruction. With that came 

the assumption that for the humanity has begun a period of extreme alternatives. That 

means humanity is on a point where mistakes are no longer allowed especially in 

environmental matters. As a possible help to solve environemntal problem is the promotion 

of learning and with that to get a knowledge about our environment which can used in theory 

and practice. This is especially named when it comes to innovative learning where we should 

be anticipating (as a mental anticipation of future developments) and planning of the future of 

a great importance. After this first big “information report” came a lot of other publications 

which have similar estimates. (Bechinger, 1993) 

 

„Why we are still barbarians?” asked already Friedrich Schiller in the eight letter over the 

aesthetical education of human beings. His analysis assumed apriori an intention of human 

in the context of beauty and art. But in substance it describes the correlation between 

humans to the world in the polarity of sensuousness and rationality, a key question of the 

ecology debate particularly meaningful today. (Seybold, 1993) Around 30 years of activities 

environmental educational scene have repeatedly confirmed that education plays a key role 

in the development of environmental awareness and practices. Although so far only EE is 

partially covered through the years in the development of schools. Therefor, environmental 

awareness of young generations and what they ultimately cause, to teach EE in schools is 

undeniably and uncontroversial. Nevertheless, EE is currently in a contradictory and 

confusing situation. Meanwhile EE is established and no longer needs to struggle for 
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recognition like current curricula demonstrate (see chapter 3). The framework for EE 

activities are in the education policies of countries and the EU has improved. Numerous 

publications, parliamentary documents, reports, etc. of the EU countries show that the way of 

EE is an important part of teaching. In addition, a number of environmental organizations 

have expressed interest and their expressed willingness to participate and suggestions for 

program development and have contibuted for future activities. Decisions of international and 

national bodies e.g. UNESCO4, European Union, Kultusminsterkonferenz5 etc. legitimize the 

establishment process of EE. In 1979 the UNESCO defined that EE has to understand as a 

process in which the individual and the community are aware of the environment and its 

biological, physical and socio-cultural componets and acquire the knowledge, values, skills, 

experience and the will, individually and collectively should act to solve current and future 

problems of the environment. (UNESCO conference report, 1979) 

 

Therefor, the importance of ecological knowledge is not underestimated, because knowledge 

is a necessary, albeit not a sufficient basis for environmental action. Of course, is to wonder 

why are partly serious deviations between the obviously high level of environmental 

awareness  and the actual environmental act. The reasons are as varied as different, for that 

it is invoked Bechinger who describes the environment action in the following: 

 

� environment action is understood as a restriction of personal fulfillment and 

autonomy, 

� environment action is usually done after a subjective assessment of risks and 

benefits under displacement of the objective facts, 

� environment action has its space in dynamic, complex and thus less 

transparent systems which for the individual often remain opaque, 

� environment action is usually only partial information, in many cases are lack of 

knowledge about specific behavior or action alternative.  

 

(Bechinger, 1993) 

 

With Bechingers view to environment action, the gap between environment awareness and 

environment action can only reduce with education. For consistent behaviour and action are 

additional and especially “noticeable” measures required. Finally the policy is ultimately 

                                                 
4
 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

5
 The Permanent Conference of Culture Ministers of the countries in the Federal Republic of Germany (short form: 

Kultusministerkonferenz - KMK) is an alliance of education, universities and research and cultural affairs ministers 
and senators of the “Länder”. 
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asked to create appropriate incentives. (Bechinger, 1993) Therefor, in an enlarged Europe, it 

is a need to discuss environmental challenges in the changing contexts and structures. 

Although it is assumed that some time will elapse before all European countries have 

developed effective environmental policies. Nevertheless with the Stockholm Environment 

Conference in 1972 and with the Environmental Conference in Rio in the last decades, 

significant shifts in trends are observed like the implemtation of EE in schools. The need of 

EE is discussed of the EU Commission and is presented as first efforts to environmentally 

relevant activities in the member states. Then sustained influences of EE are outlined in 

Europe since 1970, but before it is to extent which recommendations of the Rio follow these 

developments. Against this background it is discussed how EE in Germany and Sweden has 

developed and how EE is - in spite of different national and regional needs - promoted. (see 

chapter 4) 

 

2.1 EU-policy refering to sustainbility development in environmental aspects 
 
The European Union, formerly designated as the European Community, represents one of 

the world's most powerful trading blocs. Currently the EU consists of 27 Member States and 

are not just countries with different languages and cultural backgrounds, but with different 

environmental settings as well. The EU has a number of legal provisions which partly by the 

European Parliament has ratified and the member countries undertake to set quite strict 

environmental criteria. There are hundreds of such regulations which are not explain much 

on, but these deal with water pollution, air pollution and try to ensure a uniformity among 

European countries in the treatment of environmental problems. For example in 1989 the 

legislation on emission levels from motor vehicles were adopted by vehicle manufacturers to 

comply with prescribed environmental standards. The European Commission tries to 

integrate efforts for environmental conservation measures in national policies of member 

countries which must simultaneously seek to promote economic growth and maintaining the 

quality of life. (UNDP, 1993) It provides for the commission in the promotion of environmental 

information as a means of developing a public awareness which is in itself an important 

condition for preserving the environment. 

 

In this context it is worthwhile to look at the Rio conference. In the contract of Rio states, 

there has to be a viable, sustainable and long term environmentally development in the 

global agreements. The EU is working on to establish a framework for a political realization, 

to develop (see the Fifth Action Program, European Commission, 1993a) as well as the 

training process by the citizens (EC-Council, 1993) and stimulate research on environmental 

education (European Commission, 1996). For example, the Conference of European 

university rectors supports for a called "greening" of the research which describes a stronger 
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focus on environmental aspects and teaching university structures since 1994. (CRE-

Copernicus, 1993; Schleicher, 1996) Finally schools also support environmentally-relevant 

learning and life-styles which is more concrete in chapter 3. Since the early 90s is 

strengthened the focus in the importance of a long term and environmentally sustainable 

development (see chapter one ). This process and development is the endeavor of European 

and national bodies for an educational political implementation. The first consequences are 

seen in academia as well as school projects. Therefor, the EU has to develop not only in 

monetary and political unity, but also a union with similar environmental standards in the 

partner countries of the EU. This is the only way to have economic advantages and an 

increasing waste tourism to avoid at the expense of the natural place. (Schleicher, 1996) 

Since the Single European Act (1987) and propagated Maastricht6 Single European Act 

(1987), the community has exercised alongside the economic, monetary and social policy 

and environmental tasks. Since the beginning of the 80s more than 200 environmental 

directives have been adopted – e.g. Drinking Water Directive (1980) or the EU Water 

Directive (2000). Guidelines dominate widely and the individual member states of the EU 

remain responsible for their implementation. Comprehensive across countries is the flora-

fauna-habitat directive (1992) which defines for the conservation of biological diversity in 

large bio-geographical regions in Europe. But generally, the social causes and impacts of 

differentiated functional systems get less attention in the EU bodies. Ultimately, the EU - 

despite long demanded environmental and socio-economic ecological deficits – has still not 

only one clearly defined environmental concept and with that no consensus for educational 

movement in environmental matters. EE addresses not only short-term, but also long-term 

environmental issues. For that the EU has the mission for a long-term environmentally 

sustainable development of significant opportunities for a dialogue between the different 

countries, generations and actors. Environmental protection has become an essential 

element of economic, social and cultural sustainable development in the whole European 

Union. 

 

The Member States7 of the United Nations has proclaimed in a resolution by the UN General 

Assembly on 20th of December 2002 and has adopted the World Decade of “Education for 

Sustainable Development" for the years 2005 to 2014. This period focuses in intensive 

efforts for the idea of a sustainable development in education worldwide. The increased 

global focus on sustainable development in the education sector shows that the topic goes 

far beyond the borders of Europe. 

                                                 
6
 on 7

th
 of february 1992 under the Maastricht Treaty on the European Union is one of the main objectives to 

promote a stable, environmentally compatible economic growth (EC-Council in 1993 p.1) 
7
 Currently 192 states are members of the United Nation (Sweden since 1946 and Germany since 1973 (GDR 

since 1973 – 1990) 
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2.2 Children and Nature: (What’s to Be Gained?) 
 

In the following are adressed the aspects of nature and children8 and their need of special 

attention. Thus conclude to explain the need of environmental education in childhood. The 

children see our environment as a habitat which is to be protected and therefor the focus of 

efforts have to be more child-oriented. It is important to build this relationship, to grant 

suggestions and assistance. The target of EE and ultimately of the environment pedagogy is 

to provide a life-and learning space for children where the children have positive experiences 

with nature. Because only when humans use all their senses combined with knowledge, it is 

possible to see permanent environmental issues. A concentrated and differentiated 

perception is the basis for a comprehensive understanding of environmental aspects. (Wilken, 

2002) Placement on a knowledge base of cognitive basis solely does not fully affect the 

operations of children. But also experiencing the natural environment is not sufficient for a 

good education. Different researches show that a relation to nature is not created solely by 

natural sensory experience. Therefor, it is important to summarize cognitive, emotional 

(affective) and ethical components. (Kalff, 2001; Wilken, 2002; Kahlert, 1990; Hollstein, 2002) 

 
Interestingly children aged up to ten years associate the notion of environment almost 

entirely negative as waste, pollution, disasters and fear. This is based on the presentation of 

environmental information in the media and the lack of environmental education in schools. 

(Wilken, 2002) Therefor, the environmental advocate need to analyze the fundamental 

phenomena of the connection between children and nature, how for example interventions 

have impact on humans, animals and plants. Therefor, children need to recognize that 

humans have a own responsibility in environmental effects (no matter if good or bad). The 

children has to learn to visualize and identify temporal trends and local changes. And last but 

not least, children has to learn to take protective measures and to be responsible for a 

sustainable environment. (Seybold, 1987) Therefor, children need to learn a full 

consciousness of their own responsibilty in their whole acting. 

 

Children need to have the possibility to carry out activities outside the classroom. For 

example, if an action by an environmental organization is taking place, they need to 

encouraged to participate in this. Children need to be able to manufacture products 

themselves. These include not only written visual products, but also e.g. technical products 

such as nest boxes or a biogas plant. (Seybold, 1987) Therefor, lessons in schools need to 

understand as a complex issue and the schools need to think about ways to stimulate 

improvement. Active dealing with environmentally relevant learning objects and methods, lets 

                                                 
8
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experience consciousness of nature and the individuals self-reflection of own action. With 

that it is to suggest specific learning and action among students. Environmental problems 

may not only matter, but it  must be actively taught. Possibilities for action are e.g. to create a 

school environment, the manufacture of environmentally friendly paper in sales, a 

sponsorship for a piece of woodland, or on a creek or around saving energy and raw 

materials in the school. The experience, insight, knowledge and questions need to raised in 

the school and problematized. The apperception of EE is helpful for the implementation of 

EE in schools. Environmentally friendly practices, such as take away waste from hiking, to 

avoid noises at Nature Explorations in the forest or the use of public transport, are little first 

steps to teach the children to reflect their own acting and to learn about self-responsibility in 

their acting. 

 

In addition to the basic teaching with focus in environmental education need to create a value 

stance. This value-oriented environmental education helps to get an understanding for self-

responsible action in and with nature and to learn about the value of the nature.Thus children 

learn to know and to ask behind the different lifestyles and value systems. An intimate 

contact with nature exists no longer for the most people (especially among adults). So 

another starting point for environmental education is learning from experience. The children 

expierence in their daily life different situations whose are "small samples" to learn about 

general and problem-term current environmental situation. Another feature of environmental 

education is holism. Then it is not enough to teach only in the Natural Sciences and technical 

aspects. Ethical and social aspects are also focused in EE. This is explained with examples 

from Sweden and Germany in chapter three. Because most environmental problems are of 

interest to identify, and, if possible, interference, must be the goal of environmental education 

to be independent learners and critical action to empower. (Eulefeld, 1993) Environmental 

education begins with asking behind the issue and opened possibilities for action. Children's 

understanding for nature and to awaken their consciousness for self-responsibility, is 

achieved by experiencing nature with a own attentive way of life.  

 

Here are outlined the steps of a comprehensive environmental practices model (see Fig.2) 

and explains the following. The “nature experience” describes the “emotional core” which 

expands over phases “the nature to describe” and “nature to explain”, further to “environment 

awarness”. In the reverse direction are viewed “action level” over “awareness level” and 

“factual level” up to the “emotional level”. These levels show the different ways how nature is 

expierenced, from spontaneity (“emotional level”) up to the fullness of experience of values 

(“action level”). For example for the biology class is inferred, alongside and after the 

development of knowledge that the personal approach is always considered. This is the key 
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to become more concrete for an understanding of natural phenomena and to see nature from 

all its aspects. 

 

 
Figure 2: The way of experiencing nature in a prudent way of life in the holistic EE  
(modified after Stamm 1991) 
 

According to the UNESCO recommendation is the goal of environmental education to teach 

and to understand the complex system of nature. Therefor, the children has to participate 

even in decision processes e.g. the political life. Environmental education equips students 

with basic skills which are prerequisite for future political influence in environmental decision 

processes. This means that the students get a understanding e.g. for factors and processes 

of environmental pollution. They has to realize their interests and desires and learn to speak 

for political decision-making processes. The children has to participate to maintain and 

restore the natural environment and they are able to recognize that environmental problems 

are solved with their own actions. Thus gains the courage of children for further action. 

Ultimately, children are the generations of tomorrow and need to learn about and to discover 

the effectiveness of nature as a process of holism. 
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3 School systems of Sweden and Germany 

3.1 Educational systems 

The research of ecological and environmental phenomena is an increasingly particular 

feature of syllabuses in all EU-countries and worldwide. But there is a difference in 

understanding and implementation of EE. There are exclusive differences in the 

understanding and implementation in curicular of EE between Europe and Scandinavia  

which is illustrated within this chapter. It is interesting to see that within the European Union 

are different educational systems for Europe and Scandinavian. The Scandinavian 

educational system is very often used in a very positive way like in Sweden which is known 

for its “Swedish Model”9 and the rest of Europe implies just, let’s say, the rest for something 

else. For this reason it is important to get an overview how use two EU-member states like 

Germany, as a country in central Europe, and Sweden, as a Scandinavian country in Europe 

that are geographically located close to eachother, have their own educational systems. In 

the next section is briefly analysed the educational system of both countries in general and 

the main focus is on the implementation of EE in elementary schools. In recent years, 

teachers in “Europe and Scandinavia have emphasised the need to raise the level of 

ecological and environmental awareness amongst young people”.( Hale, 1993) 

 

3.2 Background of Educational system and EE in elementary schools in 

Sweden 

All children and young people in Sweden have equal access to education within the public 

school, regardless of where they live and their social and financial conditions. The training in 

each school is equal throughout the country. All schools are coeducation schools (the 

common education of girls and boys). The Swedish educational system is uniformly 

structured, in that the National Agency for Education is the central authority of the school 

system (Skolverket, 1998). Regarding to the administration of the educational system at the 

local level each municipality plays an important role in its implementation (Swedish Institute, 

1998a and 1998b). Therefor, every municipality is required to set out general objectives of 

school plans. The swedish elementary schools’ (“Grundskolan”), compulsory education lasts 

for 9 years, is free off charge and normally begins when a child is seven years old and end 

for them when they are 16 years old. After completing “Grundskolan”, students proceed to 

the upper secondary school, “Gymnasium”. All programs comprise 8 core subjects: English, 

Art, Physical and Health Education, Mathematics, Natural Science, Civics, Swedish and 

Religious Education. The remarkable difference in the subjects between Sweden and 

Germany is that Sweden teaches religious education but does not teach ethic education as a 

                                                 
9
 The explanation of the Swedish Modell I mentioned in chapter 1 
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own subject, while Germany10 gives the possibility to teach both. Before the focus on the 

implementation of EE in this section, is given a general overview about the organization, 

curriculum, the school year, grades and financing in elementary schools. This is necessary to 

get a holistic view, because with that it is possible to get a better understanding of the 

educational system in its own and finally to clarify where starts and ends the implementation 

of EE in schools. It needs an interdisciplinary and holistic verification and with that is it 

necessary also to get a complete overview of the educational system. 

 

3.2.1 Organization 

The Schools have a timetable listed in units of 60 minutes which is the teaching time in 

primary school. The timetable is divided into six sections: basic subjects (Swedish, English 

and Mathematics), practicals/aesthetics, social sciences and natural sciences, language 

elective course and personal elective course for the students. The schools work without a 

fixed time schedule for each compartment or section, but otherwise are the legislation of the 

elementary school. Central-prepared tests in basic subjects are for all students in public 

schools at the end of the Compulsory school. Central examinations in the same subjects are 

taken voluntarily at the end of the 5th school year. The timetable allows schools to develop 

their own profile. From the total number of hours guaranteed (6 665), 600 hours are for 

electives. These hours are used with certain restrictions for teaching in one or more subjects. 

(Skolverket, 1998) 

 

3.2.2 Curriculum 

The curriculum includes overarching objectives and guidelines for the primary school. There 

are two objectives: 

 

1. goal - to provide the orientation of the work of the school and 

2. to reach targets - from practice what the students should have attained at least 

when they leave school.  

 

(Skolverket, 1998) 

 

The curriculum has an important task to impart the values on which Swedish society is based 

and what they have to anchor. Followed values as the sanctity of human life, freedom and 

integrity of the individual, the equal value of all people, equality between women and men, 

                                                 
10

 There was a long political debate (finished April 2009) which finally decided that ethic education is a must in 
Germany and religious education is voluntary. 



The Implementation of Environmental Education in elementary schools 
— A Comparative Study between Sweden and Germany — 

 

   

21 

and solidarity with the weak and defenseless which the schools have to create and to convey. 

The current curriculum for the compulsory school system became operational in 1995. In 

contrast to previous curricula, the objectives of the new curriculum take into account the new 

responsibilities and are evaluated. The responsibility for the operation of the school behove 

to principals and teachers. The own responsibility of the students are significantly stressed. 

The purpose of this new information is a clear division of responsibility and create better 

ways of teaching and to evaluate work which take on responsibility. (Skolverket, 1998) 

 

The size of schools in Sweden is very different. The average number of students of a local 

school is around 200 students and in big cities are larger schools with up to 2 000 students. 

Smaller schools are mainly in sparsely populated areas. The preschool classes are more  

common involved in the organization of compulsory schools. The elementary school has their 

own organization and determine, the planning of teaching and class sizes.(Skolverket, 1998) 

 

“The policy accords the principle of strengthening the general subjects at the expense of 

more vocational studies and giving the students a greater choice of subjects.” The aim is 

more than just to reflect the social differences in the community (Nordic Council of Ministers, 

1977). The present education guideline in Sweden is since 1994 with Lpo 94 and Lpf 94 

(Swedish Ministry of Education, 1994). Sweden has no definite time schedule for when to 

change their curriculum. The Swedish educational system change whenever the officials see 

fit. Lpo means “The curriculum for the compulsory school system” and covers the ordinary 

compulsory schools, Samic11schools, schools for students with impaired hearing/vision and 

physical disabilities, and compulsory schools for the mentally retarded. Lpf means “The 

curriculum for the non-compulsory school reforms” and covers the upper secondary school, 

municipal adult education, special upper secondary schools and adult education for the 

mentally retarded/ intellectually handicapped. Lpo 94 only states the basic principle of 

compulsory education and only defines the underlying values and basic objectives and 

guidelines of the school system. It also indicates the purpose, content and objectives for 

teaching each subject. On the basis of the curriculum each municipality is obliged to adopt 

an educational plan which takes specific conditions into consideration. It was noted among 

the objectives Lpo 94 that EE is significantly emphasized and points out: “Schools must also 

illuminate and open the students minds to nature and the environmental problems facing us 

today. Increasing internationalization is another change which has an influence on education. 

Schools must give younger people an insight into international relationships and growing 

understanding of other cultures.” (Skolverket, 1998) 
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Some of the important aspects of this curriculum describe the way in how schools deal with 

cultural diversity confronting young people today, along with their cultural heritage, 

internationalization and environmental issues. In the following are the objectives of Lpo 94  

and are relevant to teach EE in schools, directly or indirectly:  

 

1. Develop fundamental mathematical ideas and applying these ideas in everyday life. 

2. Know and understand fundamental standards and connections within scientific, 

technological, social academic and humanistic knowledge. 

3. Develop excellence in creative works and increase interest towards culture by 

participating in cultural exchange programs. 

4. Become familiar with Swedish and Nordic languages, including the Sami language, 

along with the Western cultural heritage. 

5. Develop understanding of other cultures. 

6. Know the structure of every society. 

7. Standardize and know your right and duty in school and in society. 

8. Acquire knowledge on a specific province and a particular part of the world where 

people are mutually dependent on each other. 

9. Know the requirement of a good environment and understand the fundamental 

ecological context. 

 

(Swedish Ministry of Education and Science, 1994) 

 

3.2.3 The school year 

The school year is divided into two semesters, the fall and spring semester. It includes 40 

weeks with a maximum of 190 and minimum of 178 compulsory school days.  

The autumn semester begins late August and ends at the end of December. The spring 

semester begins in early January and ends in early June. The exact date for the beginning of 

the school can vary. The school has a five-day week from Monday to Friday. The work week 

will be distributed as evenly as possible over the five days. The schools determine how long 

their school day should be, but not longer than eight hours for the older children and six 

hours for the younger children.(Skolverket, 1998) 

 

3.2.4 Grades  

Since the autumn semester in 1995 a new censorship system was introduced with the aim to 

determine the knowledge. With the autumn semester of the 8th year, the school subjects are 

graded on a three-degree-scale: Enough (G), Good (VG) and Very good (MVG). Upon 
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completion of schooling, there is a leaving certificate from the elementary school. The leaving 

certificate is issued if the school ceases or when the student has ended the 9th school year 

satisfactorily. The final grades are based on the national criteria formulated note issued in 

response to the courses fixed on each subject. The comparability of the notes will be 

achieved through central exams. Students that do not reach sufficient grade, received no 

mark in this subject. Instead, a written assessment is delivered, including the conditions that 

the student can deal with to operate in higher-education studies. A final certificate can be 

issued. The primary school determines that a student has the right to an audit that must be 

carried out to receive scores of elementary school. The audit may cover the entire training, or 

to one or more subjects that are part of the training. (Skolverket, 1998) 

 

3.2.5 Financing 

The government supports the municipalities which are paid in the form of a general state 

grant. The municipalities are obliged, with the help of this grant  to provide certain services in 

the municipality. The state grant is to supplement tax revenues of municipalities on which the 

state subsidy to municipalities is based, it will include taking the costs of the municipalities 

into primary consideration. The government funds have no influence on how the school is 

organized. The municipalities decide for themselves how they want to organize their schools. 

If a community under the school fails to meet their obligations, the state has the opportunity 

to intervene.The school is free of charge. There are also no fees for learning materials, 

meals and school transport. Even the 525 hours of preschool class are free, but does not 

include school meals or school transport. (Skolverket, 1998) The idea for more influence of 

the local authorities is over the content of swedish school courses.  

 

3.3 Environmental Education in Sweden 

In general students learn EE in Natural Science Oriented subjects (NO) and Social Science 

Oriented subjects (SO) in compulsory schools in Sweden. NO consists of Biology, Physics, 

Chemistry and Technology in a broader sense. SO consists of Geography, History, Religion 

and Civics (see fig. 3). According to the time schedule for each subject, SO takes 885 hours 

and NO 800 hours out of the total teaching time of 6605 hours: (e.g. Swedish, 1490 hours; 

Mathematics, 900 hours; SO, 885 hours; NO, 800 hours.) (Skolverket, 1998)  

In the new curriculum, beyond NO and SO, students have more elective time compared with 

the old system. As a result, teachers have the freedom in deciding interdisciplinary teaching 

and (or) project work. EE in compulsory schools is implemented in comprehensive study and 

(or) special activity and is carried out for 6 or 7 hours a week. It is also noted that EE in 

Sweden emphasizes the empirical activity such as fieldwork and (or) laboratory work. In 
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many EE facilities, professional leaders are assigned, holding instruction courses and 

workshops. In Sweden, EE networking is consistently well organized through collaboration 

among various institutions and associations which consider children’s appropriate learning 

age. (Skolverket, 1998) 

 

In Sweden exists an formal and nonformal environmental education. “Everyman’s right” 

(Allemansrätten) is the traditional right of public access in Sweden (Sandell, 1998) and part 

of the formal education. This “Everyman’s right” allows everyone including tourists to move 

around freely in the forests and fields. Furthermore, everyone is allowed to pick berries, 

mushrooms and unprotected flowers, or can make fires and camp overnight without 

permission. The meaning of “Everyman’s right” was recognized again at the beginning of the 

20th century when outdoor recreation become popular. In “Everyman’s right”, people likewise 

have duties to protect nature. For example, it is prohibited to damage growing trees or 

bushes, take birds’ eggs or nests or to litter. It has to note that people have both the right and 

obligation. The following figure (fig. 3) shows a very simple process of how to establish a 

good basis for children’s EE: In order to protect nature, the best way is in the first step to 

become familiar with nature with own expierences and finally with their expierences e.g. joy 

to be in nature the children get deeper connected with the nature and develop to take care 

for nature. This simple process shows that first of all EE is expierence-based and the 

curricular in Sweden focuse in this as well. 

 

 

Fig 3. A primitive model of Environmental Education (Sandell, 1999) 
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The study circle (Studie främjandet) is an example for a nonformal education group which 

implements EE. Usually with five to 20 people who meet regularly to pursue particular 

subjects. An average study circle holds eight to 10 meetings, lasting for about a total of 30 

hours. Each group decides for itself and designs a way on how its work is to be conducted. 

Each has a ‘circle leader’ whose role is not to teach but to administrate (Macklinnon et al, 

1997). This is a unique and traditional educational method which has a 100 year old history 

in Sweden. These organizations are responsible for culture projects or seminars relating to 

EE. The study circle provides, for example, such activities as “Animals and Nature” and 

“Programs with Children”. Lately “Forest Mulle” has become popular among preschool 

children as an educational outdoor activity on EE. This activity was started by Mr.Goesta 

Frohm and Ms. Stina Johansson approximately 40 years ago. The story of “Forest Mulle” 

consisted of 4 fairies; namely Forest fairy “Mulle”, Lake fairy “Laxe”, Mountain fairy “Fjäll 

Fina” and Space fairy “Nova”. These four characters depict the natural settings around 

children, implement them in both the real and fantasy world. This is considered as one of the 

scouting activities with fairies as characters. In general, adult leaders organize a small group, 

which has around 10 to 20 children. The group explores the forest several times a week  

(Friluftsfrämjandet, 1998).  

 

The aim of EE within Swedish environmental policy is to create a society where present and 

future generations can live in a guaranteed environment. “The most important sub-goals are 

to preserve and enhance environmental quality, to prevent environmental degradation, to 

restore damaged environment and to facilate opportunities for recreation and out-door life” 

(Nordic Council of Ministers, 1977). For achieving these goals are legislation, research, 

planning and education the most important elements. EE in Swedish elementary schools was 

implemented many years ago. It started in 1960s with the main focus on pollution and the 

protection of fauna and flora and developed more in specificity. EE creates “(...) a feeling of 

responsibility amongst the public with regard to the complexity of environmental protection 

(...)” and that environmental protection is “(...) one of the most essential task of modern 

society”. (Nordic Council of Ministers, 1977) 

 

Since 1996 all the Swedish communes are participating in the “Local Agenda 21” activities. 

These activities are organized by the national committee of Agenda 21. Each municipality 

has a small office who deals with Agenda 21 activities. Also, this office is directly connected 

to the Agency of Environment Protection. Functioning as a team, these groups meet their 

goal of utilizing Agenda 21 by the years 2005 to 2020. They also collaborate with various 

sectors; like companies, political parties and study circles. Furthermore, each municipality is 

willed to work harmoniously with companies and citizens. Students are participating in 
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various activities arranged through Local Agenda 21 programs. Lately, some students have 

established a composition relating to Local Agenda 21. (Linköpings Kommun, 1998)  

 

Finally EE in Sweden is summarized that children learn early environmental awareness, they 

start outside the school in pre-school age and continues in compulsary school. EE is more 

than just a prescribed timetable and intervenes in the normal everyday life what describes 

above the formal education. A current example of an environmental awareness in education, 

the Swedish government commissioned the University of Gotland to build a Swedish 

International Center for Education for Sustainable Development (SWEDESD). The Center is 

supported by Sida (Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency. The mission of 

the Center is to facilitate and support education and learning in the field of sustainable 

development. The learning leads to a serious commitment for sustainable development - 

both from the perspective of the social as well as from the economy and ecology. The Center 

is primarily concerned with the partner countries that work together with Sida and where 

Sweden has already a long-term cooperation. The activities are gradually developed in close 

cooperation with national and regional parties of the participating countries. 

 

3.4 Background of the educational system and EE in elementary schools 

in Germany 

The German educational system is under the mandate of the ministries of the respective 

federal states (“Länder”). Students complete their elementary school after the fourth or sixth 

year and then is given a recommendation for a graduate school. For which school, of the 

tripartite school system, is given the recommendation, depends primarily on the grades of 

students. (Eurydice, 2006) 

In the school is initiated, with the introduction of national educational standards and the 

establishment the Institute for Quality in Education, a paradigm shift  in terms of results-

based management of the educational system. In June 2006 “Kultusministerkonferenz” (KMK) 

decided an overall strategy for educational monitoring. The overall approach for  monitoring 

and further development of educational processes consists of four interrelated  areas:  

 

� International school achievement tests,  

� Central review of the achievement of educational standards in the country, 

� Comparative work on nation-wide review of performance of individual schools 

and  
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� Common education reporting of the federation and Länder.12 

 

The legislation and administration in education is the responsibility of the “Bundesländer” 

(federal states). Therefor every single “Bundesland” is responsible for its own education 

processes. The education in the Federal Republic of Germany is divided into: 

 

� the elementary area, 

� the primary sector,  

� the secondary level,  

� the tertiary sector and  

� the field of training.   

 

It is important to note that there are regional differences in the educational system in 

Germany. Each state's school structure is influenced to some extent by different historical 

and political backgrounds. For example the Christian Democrats who have held power 

predominantly in the southern states, strongly identify with the traditional school forms, while 

the Social Democrats have encouraged school reform as a means of increasing equality of 

educational opportunity. As a result many aspects of schooling in the states of central and 

northern Germany differ from those in the southern German states. Despite the fact that all 

states have basically the same education structure and core curriculum, “Länder” follow the 

uniform examination requirements for completing upper secondary schooling (Abitur) and the 

acknowledge of school completion credentials from around the country. In the following is the 

focus on elementary schools in Germany (primary sector). The transition from primary into a 

secondary school for at least until the end of compulsory education has to visited from every 

children. The primary sector includes the elementary school with the classes one to four (but 

one to six in the federal states Berlin and Brandenburg). The elementary school is visited 

from girls and boys together. The education is adapted in content and form to the individual 

learning abilities and opportunities of the students. The primary goal is to give students a 

basic for further education and lifelong learning skills. The students are assessed on their 

mental and social skills. Usualy school meals and school transport has to be paid.13 

 

                                                 
12

 Kultusministerkonferenz. [online] Available at: <http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/qualitaetssicherung-in-

schulen/bildungsmonitoring/ueberblick-gesamtstrategie-zum-bildungsmonitoring.html> [Accessed 25 February 
2009 ] 

 
13

 Kultusministerkonferenz, 2009. [online] Available at: http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-

bildung/primarstufe.html [Accessed 25 February 2009 ] 
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3.4.1 Organization  

The weekly teaching time in elementary schools variegates from approximately 20 hours per 

week in the first year up to 27 hours per week in the fourth year. A lesson usually lasts 45 

minutes. The school year begins and ends in the summer. The total duration of school 

holidays is 75 days, plus about 10 legal and religious holidays. The lessons are usually from 

monday to friday in the mornings. In the first two years teaching is mainly by an assigned 

class teacher in the elementary school. In the third year students are increasingly taught by 

specialist teachers, to prepare them for the transition to secondary schools.14 

 

3.4.2 Curriculum 

The focus of the basic education are reading, writing and arithmetic. In addition there are the 

fields “Sachunterricht”, art, music, sports and the most “Länder” offer religion as well. In the 

third year is offered to choose the first foreign language. As a example the curricula from the 

federal state Brandenburg includes in total 800 ours of teaching in the first class up to 1200 

ours in the sixth class. The subject “Sachunterricht” which is also often named “Heimat- und 

Sachunterricht” is elementary for the EE in elementary schools. Therefor it is deeper 

explained in the next section (3.5). 

 

3.4.3 Grades 

In the primary school is a continuous performance measurement in form of written work and 

assessments of oral or practical tests. The achievements of students are rated in half-yearly 

and annual certification. For moving up to the next year students have to achieve a minimum 

of grade in every subject. The assessment of grades follows the agreement criteria of the 

“Kultusministerkonferenz”: 

 

� very good (1)  

The note "very good" should be issued if the performance requirements is 

particularly true.  

� good (2)  

The grade of "good" should be issued if the performance fully complies with the 

requirements.  
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� Satisfactory (3)  

The grade of "satisfactory" will be issued if the performance in general 

agreement with the requirement.  

� sufficient (4)  

The grade of "sufficient" should be issued if the performance is flawed, but as a 

whole meet the requirements.  

� insufficient (5)  

The grade of " insufficient " will be issued if the performance does not comply, 

however, suggests that the necessary basic skills are available and the 

deficiencies in the foreseeable future could be settled.  

� unsatisfactory (6)  

The grade of "unsatisfactory" will be issued if the performance does not meet 

the requirements and even the basics are so sketchy that the deficiencies in the 

foreseeable future could not be remedied. 

 

There is a performance evaluation in form of a report in the first two years of elementary 

school in the most federal states (“Länder”) that describes in detail the individual progress, 

strengths and weaknesses on individual learning of every student. Students receive 

certificates and grades earliest at the end of the second year. If a student is moved up in the 

next year is based on the school certificate. The student with insufficient performance has to 

repeat the whole school year (called "not moved up”). 15 

 

3.5 Environmental Education in Germany 

Environmental issues are included in the German curricula since the mid-70s. Nevertheless, 

in the 80s the KMK has still indicated that teaching concepts need more to focus in thematic 

multidisciplinary and future terms which are situation- and action-related. Apparently the 

education is a reality behind the educational demands, such as empirical surveys confirm. 

(Schleicher, 1996) 

 

The subject “Heimat- and Sachunterricht” (local history and geography) has an essential part 

within the EE in elementary schools and helps the children to discover their lives. The subject 

“Heimat- and Sachunterricht” include the technical, natural and social phenomena and their 

relationships to eachother. Accordingly, the content structure of this subject is determined by 
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 Kultusministerkonferenz, 2009. [online] Available at: <http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-
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the reality of life of every child. Consequently, to teach about the environmental situation in 

all its forms are fundamental: 

 

� The impact of humans on their environment. 

� Environmental crises such as Chernobyl, deforestation influence the individual  

reality and quality of life.  

� The environmental crisis which is now seen globally, leads to skepticism  for 

the future life or fear of the future.  

 

(Marquardt-Mau 1998) 

 

For that reason and in order to meet environmental challenges, environmental education has 

an essential element in the subject “Heimat- and Sachunterricht” in elementary schools and 

is further discussed in the following. Environmental Education as fundamental learning that 

engages with the natural and social environment. Therefor life processes in general and 

especially human existence are not feasible without the environment and its natural 

resources. (Marquardt-Mau, 1998) 

 

3.5.1 Approaches to deal with the environmental requirements 

The '70s created a demand for capacity to help each individual to deal with environment 

through designing education and professional qualification. This led to a formation of different 

concepts (the science and social concepts) with a systematic and professional content 

structured orientation. (Kahlert, 2002) 

 

Science concepts with emphasis  

Within this concept of learning, teachers help with: 

 

� interests, attitude and awareness of aesthetic development,  

� perception, analysis and systematization of the observations,  

� training of basic ideas and logical thinking,  

� issues and experiments in order to find answers,  

� Knowledge acquisition and mastery of skills,  
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� Communications,  

� Observation and implications of constitutions,  

� Critical interpretation of the results.  

 

(Kahlert, 2002) 

 

This concept offers the possibility, firstly to integrate the direct experiences of learning, 

secondly, to observe the emerging issues and interests, and thirdly to select different ways of 

learning. The implementation first made on the basis of independent action, such as 

producing, recording  and the counterpart agencies. This leads to the use of certain lessons 

which in turn can follow specific guidelines. (Kahlert, 2002) 

 

Social science concepts with emphasis  

An extension of the social scientific study lost the attention on the exact structured courses 

like “Heimat- and Sachunterricht”. Within the concept of social science are promoted a focus 

on the existence of situational approach, of social competence and longer perspective 

teaching. Basically there is the situational approach where the requirement is to help the 

students in coping with environmental demands. Here is the focus in teaching more on the 

current living conditions of children. Accordingly, the situational approach directed teaching in 

the real problems, insights and experiences. In addition, ways of interpretation to these 

emerging issues and problems are based on professional references. (Kahlert 2002) The 

selection of content is based on ideas about the direct and indirect involvement of children as 

well as the possibility of individual experience and motivating situations. Their claims relate to 

substantive political, economic and social activity, such as family and leisure: 

 

� Orientation in the group,  

� Promote diverse methodological skills,  

� Moral Assessment capability,  

� Social learning through action.  

 

(Kahlert, 2002)  

 

These ideas and implementation of resources have a diversity and complexity. Therefor it is 

difficult to build on the preferences, ideas and experiences of primary school students.  
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3.5.2 Implementation-oriented approach  

The implementation-oriented approach focuses on primary school students and is 

characterized with the experience and problem-oriented subject (“Heimat- and 

Sachunterricht”) . It helps with different ways integration and processing of conflicts to 

achieve mastery. The action-oriented “Heimat- and Sachunterricht” aims to establish a 

connection between knowledge, skill, a profit and motivating to act. Furthermore, it designs 

freedom in terms of individual development, new knowledge and skills. The purpose is also a 

development and promotion of colloboration. The term action is seen as a useful activity 

which is an awaited result of this proposed activity. (Kahlert 2002) The objective of this 

experience-based teaching is to secure interesting contents in the mobilization of existing 

knowledge in order to stimulate and consolidate new knowledge and experiences. 

Experience in this context is a conscious process (structuring, evaluation and linking) of 

perceptions of past and present as a basis and defines security. Within the problem-oriented 

subject “Heimat- and Sachunterricht” is achieved a motivation of learning by the contrast of 

will and skill, the confidence in the ability and the systematic use of tools to solve problems. 

Experiences through practical action are understand as an urgent gap between intention and 

situational opportunity (or between expectation and observation). 

In summary, the “Heimat-and Sachunterricht” has an elementary part in the implementation 

of EE within the primary school. It is primarily aimed to discover the living world, a self-

responsible behaviour in the living environment and a committed lifestyle. Students get with 

their acquired experiences and skills the possibility to reflect their own attitudes and 

behaviour and learn to act self-responsible. Students learn to identify, to understand, to 

assess and to participate in their native habitat and are capable of respond appropriately in 

different situations. 

The subject “Heimat and Sachunterricht” depends on scientific knowledge, teaching skills 

such as first procedure dealing with the map and timeline and relates specific types of work 

such as comparing, observing, measuring, experimenting and collect the cash. In addition, 

the subject “Heimat and Sachunterricht” has an interdisciplinary character and is in 

cooperation with other subjects which are suitable for cooperation. Guidelines provide the 

framework for “Heimat and Sachunterricht” and consists of five learning areas:  

1. Living together in community,  

2. Encounter with nature,  

3. Orientation in space,  
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4. Dealing with time,  

5. Securing human life.  

(Kahlert, 2002) 

Basically these five learning areas provide an opening and a prerequisite for a situation-

oriented teaching which the primary school students support in the exercise of their living 

environment and in dealing with life. 
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3.6 Conclusion 

The following figure (fig. 7) summarizes the main facts of EE in both countries together and 

makes a direct comparison possible. 

 

Fig.7  Comparing Environmental education in Sweden and Germany 

 

Main feature for elementary schools (and integration of EE) at one glance: 

 

Sweden 

� since 60s environmental focus is included in curricula 

� age of the students is from 7 to 16 years 

� one curriculum for all elementary schools (in the whole country) 

� teachers have the freedom in deciding interdisciplinary teaching and (or) 

project work 

� all subjects are integrated, (EE is no own subject) 

� 6 or 7 hours a week with strong focus on EE is given 

� empirical activity such as fieldwork and/or laboratory work are the given 

methods 

� informal and nonformal environmental education 

 

Germany 

� since the mid-70s are included environmental issues and problems in curricula 

� age of the students is from 6 or 7 to 10 (and to 12 in the Länder Berlin und 

Brandenburg) 

� education is in the competence of the ministries of the respective countries 

(“Länder”) 

� every federal state has its own curriculum 

� the subject  “Heimat- and Sachunterricht” is an essential part of the EE with 4 

ours a week (EE is no own subject) 

� there is no fixed time window for EE 

� different methods to educate EE (the teacher is free to decide) 

 

 

There are differences in the implementation of EE in both countries and crucial is the main 

difference based on two different educational systems. The Swedish system combines the 

age group from 7 to 16 while the German system divides this age group from 6 to 10 (or 



The Implementation of Environmental Education in elementary schools 
— A Comparative Study between Sweden and Germany — 

 

   

35 

even 12 in Berlin and Brandenburg). Added to that in Germany there are 16 different 

curricula (each federal state has its own). But beside these general facts are the differences 

in the formal implementation of EE, because Sweden does not narrow down in one subject, 

while Germany has a formal subject with “Heimat- und Sachkunde” which focuses on EE. 

Otherwise even both countries are free in their decision how to implement environmental 

aspects. Another aspect is the teaching time, while Sweden has set six to seven hours per 

week for EE and Germany has set four hours per week (one hour is 45 minutes, for that are 

there just real teaching time with three hours per week). Finally Germany has the half of 

teaching time for EE as Sweden. For now, there are some major differences in the 

educational systems of both countries, one of them is the time for teaching which is used for 

EE and an other one is the way of teaching in EE. This main facts are a briefly summary and 

it is continued in the next chapter. Therefor is further discussed how the formal and 

quantitative differences has an impact at the quality of teaching EE.  

 
4 Practices and approaches of Environmental Education in German and 
Swedish elementary schools 
 
This chapter illustrates practical examples of the implementation of EE, therefor interviews 

are conducted in Germany and Sweden. First are presented overall results of the surveys, 

secondly an understanding of EE in Germany and Sweden and finally to explain their 

similarities or differences. Several interviews are carried out in order to obtain relevant 

information in relation to EE in Sweden and Germany. 

 

4.1 Method and field study 

Altogether are interviewed six elementary schools in Karlskrona, Sweden and nine German 

elementary schools in Munich (3), Berlin (3) and Hamurg (3). The curricula in Germany 

varies from one  federal state to another, for this reason it was of interest if there are also 

differences in the “Länder” and are examined the cities of Berlin, Hamburg and Munich which 

are in three different federal states. Although the interviews are not representative, it is 

possible to determine through the answers differences and similarities in the implementation 

of EE in Germany and Sweden. The selection of elementary schools was coincidental - 

except for the choice of cities which are choosed. The interviews were carried out by 

personal interviews in Berlin and by phone interviews in Munich and Hamburg. In Germany 

are interviewed principals and in Sweden both principals and teachers. It was interesting 

while looking for interview partners that it came to misunderstandings, because the first 

contact – mostly principals - thought in the beginning that interviews are only with specific 

teachers (e.g. such as biology), despite the request not to infer lies. This misunderstanding 
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was in Sweden where the first contact was the school principal. First, it was irritating by the 

assumption, because of this the principal has to know what and how is ultimately teached in 

their school. This has initially led to the hypothesis that EE is still primarily teached e.g. in the 

subject biology. This assumption is quickly rebutted, as it turns out that the principal has a 

qualitative claim for the information, because the Swedish principal usually do not teach 

unlike in Germany 16 . Therefor interviews carried out with four Swedish primary school 

teachers and two principals. The questionnaires are administrated with the same questions 

in both countries. Furthermore, in Germany are conducted discussions with experts in 

Germany who are involved in EE-projects that helped to deepen this issue and gave 

interesting insights. The analysis of the interviews was carried out through the use of 

Windows operating system. The surveys and discussions in Sweden and Germany were 

conducted in March and April 2009.  

 

                                                 
16

 In Germany the principals (educated teachers) are integrated in the everyday school life and teaching in their 
own disciplines 
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4.2 Questionnaire 

The aim of the survey is to get impressions of the school day and to get away from all the 

statutory directives and decisions on the practical implementation of EE. The questionnaire 

consists of questions about EE (see Appendix and in the following). The questions are 

structured to give both open and close answers. The following figure a sample of the 

questionnaire which are used (called Q0 till Q10).  

 

The teachers and principals are asked about their personal view on EE as follows:

 
No 

Question Sweden Germany 
 

Q0 General Information to school, position, 
region 

Teacher and 
principals in 
Karlskrona 

Principals in Berlin, 
Munich and 
Hamburg 

Q1 What is your understanding of 
Environmental education? Please, 
write down some keywords! 
 

See figure Q1 See figure Q1 

Q2 How important is environmental 
education in your opinion? (1 essential 
to 6 needless) 

See figure Q2 See figure Q2 

Q3 Do your school educate parts of 
environmental education? Name the 2 
most important reasons why or why 
not ! 

100 % Yes 
 

100 % Yes 

Q4 Should environmental education be a 
own subject in your school?  

 100 % No 100 % No 

Q5 How many hours per week do your 
school teach environmental education 
in the school?  

See figure Q5a See figure Q5b 

Q6 How many days per year do your 
school approximately spend for 
environmental education? (incl. 
Exkursion etc.) 

See figure Q6a See figure Q6b 

Q7 Please, describe the method(s) which 
your school use for your enviromental 
education!  

describtion below describtion below 

Q8 From where do you get 
information/support for your 
environmental education?  

describtion below describtion below 

Q9 If you have any other recomendations 
for this field, feel free to write it down 
here? 

100 % No 
recommendation 

some 
recommendation 
(see below) 

Q10 Do you know about ‘Local Agenda 21’? 100 % YES 100 % YES 
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4.3 Questions and results 
 
Q1: What is your understanding of Environmental education? Please, write down 
some keywords! 
 
Fig.Q1 

 
 
The diversity of responses is shown in the figure to 100 percent and shows an understanding 

of EE in each country. It shows that EE was stressed partially as part of the curriculum or 

education. The answers are not only directly related to education  e.g. the love of nature, 

climate change or recycling, but are distinctive features of EE. There is no big substantive 

difference in the responses between Germany and Sweden. 
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Q2: How important is environmental education in your opinion? 

 
Fig.Q2 
 

Q2: Importance of EE in Sweden and Germany in comparison
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The surveyed elementary schools in Germany and Sweden agree that EE is important up to 

essential. This suggests that they are aware of the importance and benefits of EE. 

Furthermore, it shows that EE plays an integrated role in the school. 

 
Q3: Does your school educate parts of environmental education (use your keywords 
or others)? Name the two most important reasons why or why not !  
 

Both countries answer with "yes" to this question and show that - as in Q2 - the schools have 

an awareness of EE and is apparently self-evident in the school. The following shows the 

answers how and what the schools teach of EE in both countries: 

 
Germany 

� is part of all subjects 

� EE forms school in the strict sense and Nature, in a broader sense, 

� climate change, 

� part of the character training, concerns us all and 

� primary school students are very receptive for  implementation of EE 

 

Sweden 
� is a part of a subject 

� It´s really about time for everybody to take global warming, use of resources, 

and other environmental threats seriously.  

� children need to learn early how they have to live to make the world a better 

place and what they have to do to make the world survive 
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The answers show a hundred percent compliance with “part of the subject” and show that 

targets of EE are implemented into subjects through the curriculum. All other responses have 

a similar tone as e.g. “is part of character training” (Germany) or “children need to learn early 

how they have to live to make the world a better place” (Sweden) and be encourage that 

everyone has a self-responsibility for their environment which is trained by the awareness of 

their environment. 

 
Q4: Should environmental education be a separate subject in your school? 
 
All respondents in both Sweden and Germany have unanimously answered "no”. In Germany 

are further comments while in Sweden was only the answer “no”. The Germans also 

stressed that EE is part of all subjects (can not only teach through one) and especially in 

integrated subjects e.g. "Sachkunde" and natural science. 

 
Q5: How many hours per week do your school teach environmental education in the 
school? 
 
Fig.Q5a 

Q5: Sweden

5 schools

1 school
no information

not possible to say in ours

 
 
Fig.Q5b 

Q5: Germany

1 school 
     (Berlin)

3 schools
(3 Munich)

5 schools
(3 Hamburg,

2 Berlin)

no information

1 to 2 ours

5 ours

 
 



The Implementation of Environmental Education in elementary schools 
— A Comparative Study between Sweden and Germany — 

 

   

41 

The assessment placed on the time which is spent on EE and therefor only partially be 

specified in hours. While Sweden has not given any quantitative answer and stressed that 

EE is part of every subject or answers like "try to have an environmental thought in almost 

everything I teach about" or "is integrated and discussed when it becomes a natural part". In 

Germany are clear quantitative answers or has choosed to make no indication. Obviously the 

quantitative detection of EE, particularly in Sweden is not so easy to give and describes that 

EE has an interdisciplinary orientation and with that it is not limited on one single subject. In 

Germany the time is quantitatively described which is shown in the figure below. 

 
Q6: How many days per year does your school approximately spend for environmental 
education (incl. exkursion etc.) ? 
 
Fig.Q6a 

Q6: Germany

5 schools

2 schools
(Berlin, Munich)

2 schools
(Berlin, Munich)

no information

10 to 14 days

not possible to say in
days

 
 
Fig.Q6b 

Q6: Sweden

3 schools

2 schools

1 school

no information

10 to 14 days

not possible to say in
days

 
 
This quantified question is not clearly answered in Sweden or in Germany and for that is a 

large response diversity although many are not commented or are not possible to say in days. 

As an open question the variety of answers are very large. Both countries, Germany and 

Sweden, estimate 10 to 14 days per year. Some schools –  have no information reported - 
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equally stressed that there are too “many projects such as Biotope care beds or school 

garden” (Germany). Teachers in Sweden also stressed there are special courses that are 

more about the environment e.g. energy, climate, recycling and global warming, and only 

these courses are about four weeks each year. Overall quantitative assessment is very 

diverse and shows the answer is not able quantitative to measure, because EE takes place 

in many subjects and projects (as in Q5 ). Here again it points out that EE is difficult to 

measure, because of its interdisciplinary character. 

 
Q7. Please, describe the method(s) which your school use for enviromental education!  
 
Answers: 
 
Fig.Q7 used methods for EE 

 
 
 
Q8: From where do you get information/support for your environmental education?  
 
Answers: 
 
Germany: 

� other teachers,  

� training (voluntary)  

� literature, encyclopedias,  

� politics  

� environmental association,  

� a lot of networking with association e.g. Green League (Berlin) and  

� Internet 
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Sweden 
� nature is there, all what we need is to go outside  

� books,  

� internet 

� newspapers,  

� TV 

� Al Gore and so on 

 
 
The answers are very versatile in both countries while striking is the fact that the surveyed 

Swedish schools are very media-oriented and get there information e.g. from TV or Internet. 

The surveyed German schools say they get information from the media and are looking also 

for exchange with colleagues, taking advantage of training opportunities, policy and seek 

contacts with environmental organizations. 

 
 
Q9: If you have any other recomendations for this field, feel free to write it down here? 
 

In this question, there are no answers of the Swedish schools and in the German schools are 

some recommendation as follows : 

 
� there is enough space for environmental integration,  

� the possibility to be creative is there,  

� more money for projects, 

� bigger school garden or  

� involve more parents to use the role model. 

 
One might conclude at this point that Sweden has no recommendations that they miss 

nothing and are satisfied with the conditions that they have regarding to EE. In Germany are 

a few comments e.g. “more money for projects” which suggest that they like to do more, but 

there is a financial hindrance for implementation of EE. They have also stressed e.g. “there is 

enough space for environmental integration” and pointed out clearly that there are many 

potential opportunities for the implementation of EE. 

 
 
Q10: Do you know about ‘Local Agenda 21’? 
 
In this question both Sweden and Germany answered with "Yes". All surveyed schools know 

the "Local Agenda 21" which gives recommendations for the schools or educational system 

regarding to EE.  
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4.4 Conclusion 

In summary the interviews show that EE has a recognized and accepted role in the schools 

in Sweden and Germany. It is observed that there are no big difference in the general 

understanding of EE and its tasks. Although Sweden and Germany, as pointed out in chapter 

one, differ structurally, culturally and ultimately, in the population and thus in the number of 

students, their understanding of EE are very similar. Obviously EE has developed in practical 

requirements and in terms of theoretical concepts (see chapter 3). Moreover, in the wake of 

an ever-stronger awareness of environmental issues among the public in accordance with 

EE an urgent and intensifying task is considered. During the interviews it became 

increasingly clear and so it also ultimately shows in the results that EE is teached 

multidisciplinary in the schools. This means that Swedish and German primary school 

teachers incooperate the topic environment in other subjects such as German, art or math, 

although in German school is laid the environmental focus mainly on the subject “Heimat- 

and Sachkunde” (see Chapter 3). In addition there is the possibility with other teachers in 

advance. It has recognized that environmental phenomena are very complex. The cross-

curricular lessons focus on issues of everyday life related to students experiences, to build a 

sense of all learning contexts and deal with very complex issues. In the elementary school, 

cross-curricular lessons make sense, because usually a class has one teacher for almost 

every hour and therefor the teacher considers the matter in the subjects that can be switched. 

There is project-oriented teaching in Germany and Sweden. Finally, it is to emphasize 

something what is noticed during the interviews and the observation. The impression is that 

primary school teachers (or teachers in general) in Sweden in the public or by the society get 

much respect and are not so overworked and stressed like it is realized in Germany. In 

Germany the status of teachers in general and especially in the recent years has not been 

great and there is great pressure in the schools which influence the work of the teacher. 

German schools usually have far too many students (e.g. 30 students in one class) for few 

teachers what also confirmed the interviewed teachers in Germany. In Sweden this is 

reversed what has also confirmed with the discussions with the schools and the experts. But 

as to what extent this evidence on the impact of EE is not investigate and is a hypothesis and 

is not part of this investigation. 
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5 The future of Environmental education 
 
This chapter is about the results from the research and stresses the role and influence of EU 

policy in the implementation process of EE. Ultimately it incorporates the essential 

differences and similarities of German and Swedish elementary schools and how they 

implement EE in their education. 

 

5.1 EE as an interdisciplinary charge of EU-Policy 
 
The transformation of our economy and society, to become in long term sustainable society, 

particularly in environmental matters, is not only part of regulatory and fiscal configurable 

policy. Therefor the European education policy has an essentially task to influence with their 

guidelines and programmes also the national, regional and local level. Because a 

sustainable development in democratic societies as Germany and Sweden need also a 

cultural and social foundation which can be find through education. The necessary change in 

awareness for environmental matters begins in the mind of every individual. Accordingly, 

education is an instrument for environmental policy. Education, as part of the decisions of 

Rio conference (mentioned in chapter one), is one of the eight chapters of the Implementing 

Agenda 2117, both the formal and the non-formal education are indispensable preconditions 

for the attainment of a consciousness change among people (UNECD 1992). That promotes 

an ecological consciousness and an ethical responsibility and ability to promote proper 

attitudes, skills and behaviours. These are not only compatible with sustainable development, 

but also help to ensure that the public is effectively involved in decision making. 

Environmental education influences environmental policy which is part of European and 

national policy in two ways: 

 

� Education processes bring about long term changes in awareness, attitudes or 

behaviour. Exemplary conduct and education in ethics of frugality and 

environmental and social interaction affect individual behaviour. 

� Necessary regulatory or economic measures are effective, but often not 

politically feasible without broad educational work, therefor involvement and 

commitment are essential for the political climate and for a long-term 

sustainable society 

 

(Schleicher, 1996). 

                                                 
17

 The AGENDA 21 is a 351 pages thick document as the result  of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 3 to 14 June 1992 and describes Global Monitoring for 
Environment and Development for the 21st Century. 
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Conversely, EU policy influences the implementation of EE from its own perspective. 

Environmental policy, environmental awareness and environmental education within the EU 

is determined by legal and market mechanisms. Legal structures and standards limit not only 

the areas of environmental action and use, but also affect directly the socialization of all 

parties and the pedagogical action. 

 

Nevertheless, the given diversity within the EU member countries, prohibit the conceptual 

efforts to a common European EE. On the one hand there are differences in education 

traditions and national identity needs. On the other hand an effective EE also requires an 

ecological differentiation of the educational landscape, depending on the constellation and 

pollutant balance. Therefor despite similar pollutant sources, Swedish schools deal more with 

water pollution while German schools focuse to deal with deforestration. Despite such 

differences, there has to be increased conceptual and didactic approaches in national EE 

within Europe. It is essential that the EE as part of a European environmental awareness 

intended is consistent with the respective culture and that the traditions are preserved which 

make it easier for action-oriented environmental responsibility (OECD, 1995). 

 

Therefor ultimately the citizens of Europe and with that also Sweden and Germany can only 

act responsible, if the policy succeeds as a network in economy, social and environmental 

developments. And if the public is more involved in upcoming efforts for integrated solutions 

and if the educational institutions raise environmental awareness as well as in a trans-

national environmental awareness. The condition is that EE devotes much attention in 

changing public environmental attitudes as a means on transfering environmental knowledge. 

Looking at the development of the EU, there is a diffusion of EE in Europe, despite their 

different educational and teaching approaches like in Sweden and Germany. The EU 

directives and the Council of Europe drawn up resolutions and recommendations to strongly 

encourage individual countries the development of EE. Due to the fact that many conditions 

are still important and useful concepts need to create or to improve for the realization of 

broad effect on environmental education. For that it will take some time before all member 

states have developed an effective policy on EE. It requires joint actions in Europe for the 

dissemination of EE and EU policies to make an effective contribution. 

 

5.2 Research conclusions and recommendations 

Referring to the remarks on the implementation of EE in elementary schools is to conclude 

that the proposed dialectical learning is a key approach of the conception of "Environmental 

Education" and thus high expectations are placed on teachers. Environmental education can 
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be no "normal" teaching such as Math or English which are only focused on imparting of 

knowledge. EE is about more, namely, ideas about values, behaviour and their possible 

changes in environmental matters. In order to understand changes in the values, there is a 

need for teaching reflectivity and imagination in the methodical implementation of EE in the 

education process. 

 

After all, students in elementary schools demand much sensitivity in the methodical 

implementation of EE. Finally EE has only a chance to succeed if there are no longer green 

table discussion. For that has to be integrated more suitable methods for children e.g. more 

exkursion or other natural expierences (outdoor activities). As the research has shown 

children especially in the elementary age need to see, to feel and to touch their surrounding  

for an effective sustainable teaching in environmental matters. Both countries - Germany and 

Sweden have recognized this and start to apply it in their everyday school life. But the devil is 

in the detail and a keen look notes that Sweden implements EE in a more effective way than 

Germany. The reason is that Sweden is not only focused in one subject like Germany with 

“Heimat- and Sachkunde” and Sweden start with earlier infancy than Germany. Also the 

difference in the curricula and the different motivation of teacher like mentioned in chapter 

four is a reason. That does not mean that Germany has no awareness for EE, but they start 

later than Sweden and need to catch up. Germany is used to have more frontal teaching 

while Sweden is used to teach in groupwork. These are some essential reasons for the 

differences in the implementation of EE, because children need special methods to get an 

awarness for environmental matters. Otherwise as noticed in the research, especially during 

the interviews, there is a clear awareness in both countries to focus on the environment and 

to use additional methods (see chapter 4.3 - Q7). This awareness took its initial impetus in 

Stockholm in 1972 (see Chapter 1.2) with the mission that EE needs to educate humanity on 

ecological responsibility and is under discussion up until now. Nevertheless, public concepts 

and discussions, how they are in education policy, are still limited at present biased in 

science and environmental dimensions. 

 

In the German and Swedish EE is observed a significant improvement. Implicitly, thus is 

already suggested that an interdisciplinary teaching needs taking place to implement EE. 

The elementary schools in Germany and Sweden are already aware of this. Differences or 

similarities exist in the theoretical and practical implementation. As the results are compared, 

especially in the teaching method observed differences (see chapter 3 and 4). Ultimately, the 

results of the theory and practice show that EE is a lifelong process where all groups in 

society are involved such as politicians, teachers, students or parents in different ways. They 

are mandated to develop and implement an environmental consciousness with the help of 
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values for environmental matters. But in particular in schools, teachers have the indisputable 

responsibility for the education of children, because the quality of environmental education 

depends critically on the competence and motivation from the teachers. The EU policy, the 

Swedish and German educational and environmental policy continue to strengthen 

environmental awareness with programmes and guidelines which focus on EE. Finally, there 

is a strengthened cooperation between all parties concerned which impact EE. This paper 

and research end up with a quotation from the 17th century - "who seeks to dominate nature, 

must obey" (Francis Bacon) - and this can continue in and learn to understand nature. Finally 

are our children the future generation and to influence them early in their environmental 

awareness is in the responsibility of school and all of us. 
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7 Figure index 
 
Figure 1: Overwiew of the global main impetus for environmental education 
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Figure 2: The way of experiencing nature in a prudent way of life in the holistic EE  
(modified after Stamm 1991) 
 
Figure 3: Minimum teaching time in units of  60 minutes in the nine years of primary 
school in Sweden - own source 
 
Figure 4: A primitive model of Environmental Education (Sandell, 1999) 
 
Figure 5: Structure if the Educational System in the federal Republic of Germany 
 
Figure 6: Curricula from the federal state Brandenburg (class 1 to 6) 
 
Figure 7:  Comparing Environmental education in Sweden and German -own source 
 
Figure Q1: Answers of Q1 in Germany and Sweden - own source 
 
Figure Q2: Importance of EE in Germany and Sweden in comparison - own source 
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Figure Q5b: Germany - own source 
 
Figure Q6a: Germany - own source 
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