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ATTITUDES AND BELIEFS OF PRIMARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS ACCORDING TO PROBLEMS OF
ENVIRONMENTAL PRESERVATION AND PROTECTION

Abstract: Ecological education has a key role in achieving responsible attitude
towards nature as well as in promotion of views and conduct with the aim of sustainable
development. Apart from TIMSS 2003, the research which determined low level of student
achievements in ecological field, in our educational practice there has been no research
concerning the influence of education on students’ attitudes towards environmental
protection and improvement. The research presented in this work represents a part of
pedagogical experiment carried out on a sample of 180 seventh grade students who studied
the content related to ecology within biology curriculum. The intention of conducted survey
was to determine the attitudes and opinions the students have about preservation and
protection of the environment. The studied attitudes of interviewed students towards
environmental protection and improvement are positive in large percentage, but they lack
the knowledge about contaminators from the immediate environment as well as their
influence to it. The readiness of students to participate in ecological projects is not high in
percentage, and is only oriented to the actions in the immediate surroundings and with the
immediate results. Ecological education will be successful only if teachers create the culture
of critical thinking and if ecological education is not restricted to formal traditional
education. The active role of students in the educational process is necessary for gaining
the environmental knowledge, attitudes and habits leading to their pro-ecological behavior.

Key words: environmental education, environmental protection, students’ views,
primary school.

The intensive development of technologies as well as the growth of the Earth
population, during the 20™ and the beginning of the 215! centuries, have led to the
enlargement of environmental problems, which are increasing and gaining global
character. Many issues related to air pollution, water contamination, soil pollution,
toxic waste and misuse of pesticides, have been considered from the standpoint of
direct threat to human well-being. Today, there are more and more talks about
direct human responsibility for nature (de Zarden 2006: 41). Global environmental
problems like reduction of available natural resources, pollution and increasing
population number are challenges for modern lifestyle.
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The ecological crisis of the present world can be overcome by activating all
social structures as well as improving ecological and youth education, where
biology curriculum would have significant role in developing the rational attitude
towards nature by respecting its laws (CranucaBibeBuh u Pagomuh 2009: 31).

Education is crucial for promotion of sustainable development and
improvement of capability of people to deal with environmental issues as well as
the issue of community development. According to Agenda 21 of UNESCO,
education for sustainable development requires a new vision of education — the
one which could help people better understand the world they live in and to turn
to future, knowing that they could play an important role in solving the complex
and interdependent problems which endanger our future, such as environmental
degradation, collapse of the urban environment, population growth etc. Such vision
requires that all parties involved in the educational process — teachers, educators,
designers of educational programs, designers of education politics and authors of
educational materials — promote the value system as well as the ethics which is,
inter alia, susceptible to the use of natural resources. Teacher’s role is utterly
important, because only creative and interesting teaching could help students
develop knowledge, skills, values and attitudes leading to better understanding of
the need of environmental preservation (Barazza and Cuaron 2004: 22). For
thorough understanding of nature students need theoretical knowledge which
would help them adjust rapidly to changes in material sphere. Gaining this
knowledge is just one side of what they need to learn and adopt, while the other side
is the application of this theoretical knowledge to every-day life while dealing with
various issues and problems (bophesuh 1997: 191).

On a primary school level education is essential in forming students’
environmental awareness. Elementary ecological knowledge, which students gain
through curriculum of biology in primary schools, is, by itself, insufficient for
development of environmental awareness. Constitutive elements of environmental
awareness are, beside ecological knowledge, evaluation of environmental
situation and environmental conduct (HexmesskoBuh 2002: 21-22). Since
environmental teaching contents have an important role in development of
responsible attitude towards nature, the significant fact is that some researches
have shown the students do not understand basic ecological terms even after being
taught /studying them. The reason for that lies in a fact that students’ prejudice,
habits and attitudes towards the environment, which greatly affect studying, are
not considered in the process of creating curricula and teaching materials (Sander
et al. 2006: 119).

Long teaching practice has pointed out that primary school students have
some difficulties adopting ecology curriculum in elementary schools in Serbia,
primarily the part related to characteristics of different ecosystems and their
protection. In International research of students’ achievements in the field of
ecology, TIMSS 2003, in the cognitive area of analysis and reasoning, our students
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showed lower success than the world average (LLleBkymmh u ap 2005: 138—161).
The explanation for these results maybe lies in the fact that there is a disbalance
between the planned goals of ecological teaching program and the actual teaching
process, the gap between rhetoric and reality. The causes of the present disbalance,
which were researched among primary school teachers, are listed as the lack of
time, resources, knowledge and skills.

THE AIM OF RESEARCH

Summing the aforementioned problems in practice, the significance of
ecological education as well as the lack of research related to students’ attitudes
about ecological education and environmental protection, this paper presents the
research whose aim includes establishing attitudes, beliefs and opinions of seventh
grade students, related to problems of environmental protection and preservation.
This research is a part of the pedagogical experiment by which it has been
determined that the rate of efficiency of a field work, in teaching ecology, upon the
quality and retention of students’ knowledge, is high.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The sample included 180 seventh grade students, 87 girls and 93 boys, from
three primary schools on the territory of Kragujevac: “Sveti Sava”, “Dragisa
Mihajlovi¢” and “Natalija Nana Nedeljkovi¢”. The research was conducted in May
2009.

Survey was conducted anonymously, immediately before the completion of
biology teaching program through which students got acquainted with ecological
terms, the types of ecosystems, living world of these ecosystems, as well as the
human impact on the environment.

The survey list (Attachment No. 1) included 14 questions: 12 questions
made by a modified scale of Likert type, where the students could specify the
degree of agreement or disagreement with the proposed statement; one was a
multiple choice question, whereas one question was of open type upon which very
few students replied. The survey gave insight into attitudes, beliefs and opinions
of students about human impact on the environment, into degree of their awareness
of ecological state of their immediate environment, into their readiness to join the
school ecological projects, as well as their interest in gaining the environmental
information through available media.

Survey results were processed by descriptive analysis of percentage of
student answers.
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RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results of Survey 1, shown in pictures 1-a, b, ¢ and d, present the percentage

of student answers to the questions.

1. Have you thought about environmental pollution up to
now

16%

myes
mocassionally
Orarely
Onever

2.lIs the conservation of the nature of a great importance
for the life of people in the future?

myes, it is very important
m itis relatively important
ano, itis not important

O | dont think about that

8% 1% iA%
87%

3. Is there need to preserve the nature since it is going to
renew itself?

0% 5% myes, it should be preserved

21

R

mit should be preserved to
some extent

ono, there is no need

74% Ol dont think about that

4. Must people respecte the balance that exists in the
nature?

7% 1%I iﬁ%
89%

o yes
mto some extent

o no

O don't think about that

Picture 01-a

5. Does the way we treat the environmental in the
present have an impact on the future generations?

6. Does a man have a right to act within environment
only in accordance with his present needs?

isn't slave of ecological laws

28%
myes
m partly
ano
18% 01 dontt think about that

34%

20% D%N % 1% 9%
myes 2% myes
| partly m partly
ono o no
O | don't think about that O don't think about that
7% 58%
7. Does the man's greatest value lies in the fact that he 8.ls it dang for the when it is not

estimated how the industrial development will affect the
environment?

2% 4%

17%
myes
m sometimes
O very rarely
O never
7%

Picture 01-b
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9. Are you familiar with environmental condition of the 10. Is the environment of your area (town) affected by
place you live in? pollution?
8% 7%
1% 30% ™ 30%
myes myes
m partly m partly
aOno aOno
Ol don't think about that Ol don't think about that
49% 56%
11. If there was an environment protection activity in 12. Which p! 1 woul you
your school, would you take part in it? like to be a part of?
m collecting the old paper
myes m collecting the old plastic
5% 12% 30 1% 20%
m maybe O cleaning the yard
ono O greening or growing flowers.
33% 50% 34% 5% in the school yard
O am not interested in that at 17% m something else (name what)
all
@1 would ot take part in
these activities

Picture 01-c

13. Do you follow the news (on TV, in the newspapers,
on the Internet) about the environment?

10% 13%
ayes
27% "
m sometimes
Bno
0l am not interested in that
50%
Picture 01-d

The question “Have you thought about environmental pollution up to now?”
was answered positively by 33% of the questioned students, while 29% answered
that they consider this problem only occasionally. The percentage of students who
answered that they consider the problem of environmental pollution rarely or never
is relatively high — 38%. These results are in favour of research of Kaiser et al.
(1999: 12—-15) who claim that factual knowledge about environment presents the
precondition for a person’s attitude towards it, as of research results of TIMSS
(2005: 138-148) about low level of student achievements in ecological field.

Students showed, according to the results, high awareness of nature
protection — 87% of students consider it of great importance for future life, 8%
find it relatively important, whereas only 1% consider nature preservation as
unimportant for life in the future. Environmental education, as part of compulsory
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biology curriculum in primary schools, helps students develop the knowledge
which enable them to participate in ecological discussions and to provide, as in
this case, expected or desirable answers.

Among the interviewees there were not those considering that the nature
shouldn’t be preserved, while only 5% have never thought about it. In high
percentage students agreed with offered statements and answers related to
relationship between man and nature as well as to keeping ecological balance. Even
89% of students find keeping natural balance important, and 74% consider that the
nature should be preserved despite its natural renewal process. Such a high
percentage of positive attitudes towards preserving the nature laws, points out that
the seven grade biology curriculum is properly structured and adjusted to the
intellectual age of students. Students who stated that natural balance shouldn’t be
kept (1%) or that they never think about it (3%), are in minority, and this attitude
could be explained due to negative attitude towards school teaching in general.

Environmental message that is often heard — “We live on a borrowed planet”
— had impact on students’ attitudes. Therefore, 77% of questioned students think
that our impact on the environment will influence future generations, 20% think the
influence will be partial, while 4% think that there will be no influence, or they
never think about aforementioned problem.

During their research of students’ attitudes related to environment and
preservation of ecological balance, Humston and Ortiz-Barney (2007: 10) defined
the ecocentrism of students as demonstration of high environmental awareness,
and anthropocentrism as demonstration of negative attitudes towards environment.
The attitudes of students answering the question —Does a man have a right to act
within environment only in accordance with his present needs?” — could be
analyzed in a similar way. High percentage of environmental awareness —
ecocentrism, was recognized within 57% of questioned students, who answered
with “No” on the aforementioned question, while those whose answers were
affirmative (13%) or partially affirmative (22%) showed non-ecological attitudes
and orientation towards personal benefit with no regards to consequences. The
answers to similar question, related to the position of man in relation to
preservation of nature, can also be characterized as strongly anthropocentric in
their attitudes, where even 37% of questioned students agree, and only 18%
disagree, with the statement that the greatest human value is not being a slave of
environmental laws.

Survey results point out that the students are, to a great extent, aware of the
harmful effect of industrial plants, since they showed a high level of compliance
with the statement pointing out the danger of industrial development without
previous evaluation of its environmental impact. Even 81% agree with this
statement, while 15% consider it as partially dangerous. Some students, 4% of the
total, do not find it harmful for the environment to develop industry without
evaluation of its impact on it, which could be explained by the lack of their insight
into causal relations between human activities and state of the environment.
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Despite the existing awareness of harmful effect of industrial plants on the
environment, the greatest number of interviewed students have partial or
insufficient knowledge of environmental state and vulnerability of their immediate
surroundings. Only 32% of interviewees know what kind the state of their
immediate environment is, while 30% is aware that it is threatened by pollution.
Since there are industrial plants in the neighborhoods where the schools are, as
well as developed traffic network, these answers show both very poor knowledge
of environmental state of their immediate surroundings, and non-recognition of
adverse effects of human activities on the environment. These results point out the
necessity for connecting the teaching material to examples from the immediate
surroundings, rather than presenting them in general.

Survey results point out that positive attitudes towards environment result,
to a great extent, in positive ecological behavior, wherefore the factual knowledge
about the environment becomes significant moderator between environmental
attitudes and ecological behavior (Meinhold and Malkus, 2005: 511-532).
However, it has not been proved that attitudes towards environment present useful
indicator of future behavior, considering that useful indicators are defined as a
constant predicting of future behavior (Hinni et al 1995: 22-31). Despite the survey
results, showing high level of awareness of the necessity for preserving nature,
only 50% of the inreviewees would join the environmental projects, 33% would
join the projects occasionally, 12% only if they had to, while 5% would never join
such projects. These results indicate that the development of pro-ecological
behavior could not be restricted only to gaining factual knowledge in schools, but
it has to be considered from different aspects: sociological, psychological,
economical, political, etc.

The students would most willingly join the planting campaigns in their
school yards — 34%, 20% of them would collect old paper, 17% would take part in
cleaning actions of the school yard and the neighborhood, 15% would collect
plastic, whereas 11% would not take part in any activity of the kind. These results
point out that the students are mostly interested in the activities with immediately
noticeable results, as well as in those which help improving the aesthetics of the
school and neighborhood, therefore future ecological activities should be planned
accordingly. Similarly, the research of Peacock (2006: 15-22) points out that the
students’ attitudes and beliefs related to the environment refer mostly to local
surroundings, and that they rarely think globally. Although the majority of students,
after completion of ecological education, change their attitudes and beliefs related
to the issues such as recycling and garbage disposal, their attitudes towards
environmental protection develop only as a wish to protect local surroundings.

The students’ ignorance of environmental state of their own surroundings
could be connected to the insufficiency of information and lack of interest for the
news related to the environmental state. Only 13% of questioned students learn
the news related to the environmental state, through available media, 50% only
occasionally, while 37% do not have interests of the kind. Considering that
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television shows and articles on environmental issues are rare in our media, except
when the ecological incidents are the case, these students’ attitudes represent the
alarming indicator and they point out the necessity for greater presence of
environmental issues in all media as well as for the inclusion of local ecological
issues and problems into teaching materials.

Survey results point out the fact that teaching programs greatly face the need
for checking their efficiency in practice, since education is considered to be the
key element for improvement of pro-ecological behavior. In the research of Bogner
(2003: 1), test results of students’ attitudes related to: nature protection, use of
natural resources, set of beliefs about nature as beliefs in themselves, managing and
preserving the nature by keeping the ecological balance, the investments into
preservation of ecosystems and non-destructive ecological way of life considering
the restricted resources of planet Earth —showed, with no exception, that under the
educational influence, the attitudes of all the students changed to a great extent.
Developed attitudes towards the environment include connecting the short-term /
present behavior to the long-term / pro-ecological one, in the process of environ-
mental preservation and protection. However, attitudes towards the environment
also include different interests (personal, social, economical, etc.) and referring
objects. Leeming et al. (1993, according to Manzanal et al. 1999: 450) conclude
that it isn’t clearly defined which attitudes should be taken as the most significant,
and that there isn’t a consensus among different programs, school or non-school,
whose aim is to develop and evaluate attitudes towards the environment. Even
though, according to the research of Kaiser et. al (1999: 1), ecological attitudes
present powerful predictor of ecological behavior, there has been a lack of single
concept of desirable ecological attitudes. Also, a great amount of research (Kaiser
1999., Barraza at all 2003, Barrett 2006.) point out that, on a general level, there
is no measurable match of ecological attitudes and ecological behavior.

Ecological behavior can be considered from two aspects. The first aspect is
the intention that the student/individual behaves ecologically in every situation,
while the second aspect is student’s behavior when he is beyond the control of
institutions and other people. One of the important assignments of ecological
education in our country is to promote, through teaching programs and methods,
pro-ecological behavior out of the institutions and control, according to the
principles of sustainable development.

CONCLUSIONS

One of the existential challenges for citizens in 21 century is keeping the
abilities in harmonious coexistence with surroundings. Students who understand
their surroundings and who have acquired abilities for appropriate thinking, will be
able to assess and evaluate changes happening in it, and, as a result, they will
acquire behavior based on environmental laws.
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Survey results show the existence of ecological awareness with students, so
as the understanding of principles of environmental laws, and taking active role in
actions of environmental preservation and protection.

Students must be encouraged to take an active role in organizing ecological
campaigns through cooperation with school, local authorities and civil organi-
zations. Even though the aim of reformed school is to increase students’ activities
in teaching and non-teaching processes, in reality, in many schools, students still
have the passive role of an observer or receiver of knowledge and thinking of
others. Critical ecological education, which develops skills, knowledge and values,
promote behavior with the aim of sustainable development, and is not restricted
only to formal education, represents the challenge to our school system and
traditional ways of teaching and studying. The success of ecological education will
be determined by teachers’ ability to create culture of critical teaching and studying.

Many teachers studied and were professionally trained long before the
interdisciplinary courses of environmental protection were developed. The research
points out that the lack of professional preparation of future teachers for teaching
materials related to environmental protection, is one of the reasons for not including
the education “for” environmental protection into everyday teaching practice.
Certain teachers’ attitudes towards the environment would be improved through
development of professional courses for teachers interested in education about
environmental protection. Thus, the quality of education “about” the environment
could be improved, which would help rising the level of education “for” the
environment with the aim of promoting readiness and capability for adopting a
lifestyle that is in accordance with wise use of natural resources.

While creating teaching curricula related to ecology, it should be taken into
consideration that students forget most of the learned facts, whereas the acquired
habits and attitudes last longer. Therefore, in ecological education the focus should
be not only on acquiring the facts but on developing habits of pro-ecological
behavior. According to that, the transition from modern teaching to the one
promoting students’ active role in gaining ecological knowledge, attitudes and
habits, is necessary. Since the students’ knowledge about human impact on the
environment is growing and their attitudes changing, they — future citizens, will
have the opportunity to analyze carefully and wisely new situations in order to
make decisions that will improve life on our planet. This task requires the work of
individuals as well as the effort of the community to activate entire society with the
aim of achieving sustainable development.
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CTABOBU U MUIIJLEISA YUEHUKA OCHOBHE ILIKOJIE
Y OJIHOCY HA MPOBJIEME 3AIITUTE U OUYBAA KUBOTHE
CPEJIMHE

Pesume: Exononiko o6pa3oBame je KIby4HO 3a U3TPajilby OATOBOPHOT OJHOCA IIpe-
Ma IIPUPOJIU 1 TIPOMOIIH]Y CTaBOBA U ITOHAMIAMka y IMJbY OJPKMUBOT pa3Boja. Busuja oxp-
JKUBOT pa3B0ja 3aXTeBa O] CBUX YKIJBYUCHHX Y 00pa3oBame — TBOpana 00pa3oBHHUX Iporpa-
Ma, Kpeatopa MoJUTHKEe 00pa30oBama, HACTABHUKA M ayTOpa HACTAaBHUX MaTrepujajia — jaa
IIPOMOBHIITY CHCTEM BPEAHOCTH M €THKY KOja je oceTJbHBa Ha oxrosapajyhe xopuntheme
NPUPOIHUX pecypca. Ha 0CHOBHOLIKOICKOM y3pacTy oOpa3oBarbe NMa IIpecyJaH yTHIaj Ha
(bopMupame eKOJIONIKE CBECTH U CTAaBOBA KOJI YUCHHKA.

IMopex TUMCC 2003 uctpakuBama KOjUM je yTBpl)eH HI3aK HUBO YYEHHUKHUX I10-
cturayha u3 obiacTu eKoJorHje, y Halloj 00pa30BHOj MPAKCH HHje OMIIO MCTPaKUBamha
Koja ce OaBe yTHIajeM 00pa3oBama Ha CTABOBE yUCHHKA MpeMa 3alliTUTH U yHarpehemy
JKMBOTHE cpeqiHe. McTpakuBame Mpe/ICTaB/bEHO Y PAy je €0 MEAaronKor eKCrepuMeH-
Ta MPUMEHEHOT Ha y30pKy ox ox 180 ydueHmka 7. pa3pena Koju Cy, y OKBHPY HACTaBHOT
mporpama OHOJIOTHje, YIHIH eKoJIoMIKe caaprxkaje. CIpoBeIeHO aHKETHPAhE je UMAIo 3a
b YTBphHBamke CTaBOBa M MUIIUBCHA KOj¢ YUCHHUIM UMajy TIpeMa 3allTHTH U O4yBamby
JKHBOTHE CpeInHE.

VcrpaskeHn CTaBOBM aHKETUPAHHUX yYCHHKA MPeMa 3allTHTH U yHanpehemwy xu-
BOTHE CPE/IMHE Cy y BEJIMKOM IIPOIICHTY ITO3UTHUBHH, JIM HEJ0CTaje Mo3HaBamke 3araluBa-
Ya M3 HENOCPEJHOT OKPY)KeHha y KOME YYCHHUIN XKUBE M HUXOBOT YTHIAja HA KUBOTHY
cpeauny. Onpelen nporeHar yueHnka je mokasao HeeKoJIOMIKE ,,aHTPONOLEHTPUYHE” cTa-
BOBE IpeMa Kopuihemy MPUPOTHUX Pecypca U OKPEHYTOCT Ka JIMYHO] KOPHUCTH Oe3 003u-
pa Ha mocieaume. CipeMHOCT yYeHHKA 3a y4yemhe y eKOJOMIKUM aKIjaMa IPOIeHTyall-
HO HHjC BEJIMKA U OJHOCH CE CaMO Ha aKIhje Koje Cy y OJMCKOM OKPYXKCHY U KOje ajy
oZIMax BHIJbUBE pe3yaTare. MHTepecoBame 3a HHPOpMaINHje O CTamy KUBOTHE CPEJIMHE
MIOCTOj! KOl MAJIOT IIPOLICHTA aHKETHPAHUX YYSHHKA M MOYKe OUTH y BE3H Ca H30CTAaHKOM
pa3maTpara JIOKaJTHUX EKOJIOLIKMX CUTyalllja y HAaCTAaBHOM I'PaJIUBY.

Exoromiko oOpa3oBame 6rhe yCrenHo yKoJIMKO HACTaBHUIM CTBOPE KYATYPY KpH-
THYKOI MUIIUBEEA M YKOJIUKO €€ EKOJIOIIKO 00pa3oBame He OrpaHu4d Ha cpopManHo Tpa-
JIMIIMOHAITHO 00pa3oBatme. AKTHBHA YJI0Ta YYCHUKA Y HaCTaBHOM MpoIiecy je HeonxoaHa
3a CTHIAIbE CKOJIONIKHX 3HaMha, CTaBOBA M HABHKA KOj€ BO/N Ka FbHXOBOM ITPOCKOJIONTKOM
MOHAIIAY.

Kmwyune peyu: exononiko o0pa3zoBambe, 3alTHTA )KUBOTHE CPEIMHE, CTABOBH YUCHHU-
Ka, OCHOBHA IITKOJIA.
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Survey / Questionnaire

Questions Possible answers

1. Have you ever thought about the
pollution of the environment?

a) yes

b) ocassionally
c) rarely

d) never

2. Is the conservation of the nature of a
great importance for the life of people
in the future?

a) yes, it is very important

b) it is important to some extent
¢) no, it is not important

d) I don't think about that

3. Is there a need to preserve the nature
since it is going to renew itself?

a) yes, it should be preserved

b) it should be preserved to some extent
c) no, there is no need

d) I don't think about that

part in it?

a) yes
4. Must people respect the balance that b) to some extent
exists in the nature? ¢) no
d) I don't think about that
5. Does the way we treat the environment a) yes
. . b) partly
in the present have an impact on the ¢) no
ions?
future generations? d) I don't think about that
6. Does a man have a right to treat the a) yes
. - b) partly
nature according to his momentary ¢) no
needs? o
d) I don't think about that
7. Does the man’s greatest value lies in 3 yziﬂ
the fact that he isn’t the slave of partly
ecological laws? ¢) no .
’ d) I don't think about that
8. Is it dangerous for the environment a) yes
when it is not estimated how the b) sometimes
industrial development will affect the c) very rarely
environment? d) never
a) yes
9. Are you familiar with the environmental | b) partly
condition of the place you live in? ¢) no
d) I don't think about that
a) yes
10. Is the environment of your area (town) | b) partly
affected by pollution? ¢) no
d) I don't think about that
11. If there was an environment protection a) yes
. b) maybe
activity in your school, would you take ¢) no

d) I am not interested in that at all
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Questions Possible answers

a) collecting the old paper

12. Which environment protection b) collecting the old plastic
activities would you like to be ¢) cleaning the yard
a part of? d) greening or growing flowers in the school yard

¢) something else (name what)

(you can circle more than one answer)
a) I would not take part in these activities

13. Do you follow the news (on TV, in the a) yes .
b) sometimes
newspapers, on the Internet) about the ¢) no

nvironment? . .
environme d) I am not interested in that

14. Is there anything related to the
pollution and preservation of the
environment that you would like to say
but you weren’t asked?
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