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ABSTRACT 

 

This study addressed the importance of environmental education in early childhood education, emphasizing 

its relevance to the integral development of children and to the construction of sustainable awareness from 

the first years of life. The main objective was to analyze how the inclusion of environmental education in 

early childhood education contributed to children’s cognitive, affective, and social development, while also 

promoting attitudes of care, respect, and responsibility toward the environment. The research was 

qualitative and bibliographic in nature, based on authors and official documents dealing with public policies 

and pedagogical practices related to environmental education, such as Law No. 9.795/1999, the National 

Education Guidelines and Framework Law (LDB No. 9.394/1996), and the National Common Curricular 

Base (BNCC, 2018). The work was organized into five chapters: the first presented the historical and 

conceptual foundations of environmental education; the second discussed early childhood education and its 

contemporary challenges; the third examined the practical application of environmental education at this 

level of schooling; the fourth analyzed the impacts and benefits of environmental practices on child 

development; and the fifth outlined challenges and future perspectives for consolidating this pedagogical 

approach. The results indicated that environmental education from early childhood fostered the 

development of ethical values, the expansion of ecological awareness, and the strengthening of children’s 

affective and social relationships. It was also found that the success of environmental education in early 

childhood depended on adequate teacher training, institutional support, and the appreciation of playful and 

interdisciplinary methodologies. It was concluded that environmental education in early childhood 

represented an essential instrument for building a culture of sustainability capable of transforming 

behaviors and promoting more harmonious coexistence between human beings and the environment, 

reaffirming the school as a space for citizenship education and commitment to the planet’s future. 

 

Keywords: Environmental education; Early childhood education; Sustainability; Value formation; 

Citizenship.   
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CAPÍTULO 1 

Conexões de Saberes: Perspectivas Multidisciplinares  

A EVOLUÇÃO DO CONCEITO DE FAMÍLIA NO ÂMBITO JURÍDICO: ANÁLISE DO INSTITUTO DA FILIAÇÃO 

SOCIOAFETIVA 

CAPÍTULO 1 INTRODUCTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION 

The contemporary environmental crisis represents one of the greatest challenges faced by 

humanity in the 21st century. The accelerated growth of cities, the excessive consumption of natural 

resources, the increase in pollution, and the improper disposal of waste have become global problems that 

directly affect the quality of life on the planet. Since the Industrial Revolution, which began in the 18th 

century, the relationship between humans and nature has undergone profound transformations, based on 

an economic development model that prioritized profit and the unlimited exploitation of natural resources 

to the detriment of sustainability (Carson, 1962; Brimblecombe, 2006; Reigota, 2017). This logic, 

centered on the idea of technical progress and continuous growth, resulted in ecological imbalances, 

environmental degradation, and social inequalities, demanding a new way of thinking about development 

and education. 

With the advent of major environmental catastrophes in the 20th century—such as the toxic smog 

in London in 1952 and the Minamata disaster in 1956—humanity began to perceive the collateral effects 

of uncontrolled industrialization on the environment and public health. These events spurred the creation 

of environmental laws and the emergence of social movements in defense of nature. In the international 

context, documents such as the Brundtland Report (1987) and Agenda 21, drafted at the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development (Eco-92), consolidated the concept of sustainable 

development as one that meets present needs without compromising future generations (UN, 1987; 1992). 

In this sense, Environmental Education came to be recognized as an essential instrument for social 

transformation and for promoting a culture of sustainability. 

Environmental Education (EE), as defined by the National Environmental Education Policy (Law 

No. 9.795/1999), constitutes a permanent process in which individuals and society build values, 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes aimed at conserving the environment and improving quality of life. From 

the 1970s onward, especially after the Stockholm Conference (1972) and the Intergovernmental 

Conference in Tbilisi (1977), environmental education began to integrate educational policies in various 

countries, becoming a fundamental axis in discussions on citizenship and sustainability (UNESCO, 1978). 

In Brazil, the institutionalization of EE occurred gradually, accompanying the maturation of 

environmental and educational policies, culminating in the inclusion of the transversal theme 

“Environment” in the National Curriculum Parameters (PCNs) and later in the National Common 

Curricular Base (BNCC, 2018), which reinforces the importance of integral and sustainable education 

from the earliest years of life. 

Contextualizing Environmental Education within Early Childhood Education requires 

understanding the role of this stage in shaping values and attitudes. Childhood is the period during which 

the cognitive, affective, and social foundations of personality are built. According to Vygotsky (1998), 

child development occurs through social interaction and symbolic mediation with the environment, 



 
 

 
Conexões de Saberes: Perspectivas Multidisciplinares  

A EVOLUÇÃO DO CONCEITO DE FAMÍLIA NO ÂMBITO JURÍDICO: ANÁLISE DO INSTITUTO DA FILIAÇÃO SOCIOAFETIVA 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION 

making the school a privileged space for awakening ecological awareness and a sense of belonging to 

nature. In the same perspective, Wallon (1941) and Piaget (1978) emphasize that learning in childhood is 

marked by curiosity, experimentation, and affectivity, with direct contact with nature being essential for 

developing attitudes of care, solidarity, and respect. 

Environmental Education, when approached playfully and interdisciplinarily in childhood, 

becomes a powerful tool for forming conscious and critical citizens. Loureiro (2004) argues that EE 

should be understood as a political and transformative process, capable of integrating science, ethics, and 

sensitivity. Similarly, Gadotti (2000) conceives Environmental Education as education for sustainability, 

guided by solidarity between generations and respect for the diversity of life. Reigota (2009) 

complements this view by affirming that EE should not be restricted to teaching ecology but must 

promote dialogue between scientific and popular knowledge, involving the entire school community. 

However, the effective application of Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education still 

faces significant challenges. Many educational institutions address the theme in a punctual manner, 

limiting it to commemorative activities such as “Tree Day” or “Environment Day,” without integrating it 

into the school’s political-pedagogical project. Furthermore, teacher training focused on sustainability 

remains insufficient, compromising the depth and continuity of educational actions (Oliveira & Carvalho, 

2020; Freitas & Ramos, 2018). Added to this is the lack of adequate spaces for contact with nature, 

especially in urban contexts where concrete and technology prevail over greenery. Thus, there is a need to 

rethink curricula and methodologies so that Environmental Education is experienced as part of everyday 

school life and not merely as an isolated content. 

Within this scenario, this study focuses on “The Importance of Environmental Education in Early 

Childhood Education,” seeking to understand how this practice contributes to the integral development of 

the child and to the formation of sustainable attitudes and values. The research problem guiding the study 

can be formulated as follows: In what ways can Environmental Education, integrated into the pedagogical 

practices of Early Childhood Education, promote children’s cognitive, affective, and social development, 

fostering the construction of a critical and participatory ecological awareness? 

The research is based on the hypothesis that the systematic inclusion of Environmental Education 

in Early Childhood Education, when conducted through playful, interdisciplinary, and affective practices, 

contributes not only to learning about the environment but also to the formation of ethical values, 

solidarity, and citizenship. It is expected to demonstrate that Environmental Education, when addressed 

from the earliest years of life, broadens the child’s perception of the world and stimulates a sense of 

collective responsibility, making the child an agent of transformation in their reality. 

General Objective: 

● Analyze the importance of Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education as a tool 



 
 

 
Conexões de Saberes: Perspectivas Multidisciplinares  

A EVOLUÇÃO DO CONCEITO DE FAMÍLIA NO ÂMBITO JURÍDICO: ANÁLISE DO INSTITUTO DA FILIAÇÃO SOCIOAFETIVA 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION 

for integral development and the construction of sustainable values. 

● Specific Objectives: 

1. Understand the historical and conceptual trajectory of Environmental Education and its 

interfaces with sustainable development; 

2. Identify the pedagogical relevance of Early Childhood Education as a space for forming 

environmental attitudes and values; 

3. Investigate pedagogical practices that integrate Environmental Education into everyday 

school life; 

4. Highlight cognitive, affective, and social benefits and impacts of Environmental 

Education on child development; 

5. Discuss challenges and future perspectives for the effective implementation of 

Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education. 

The justification for this work lies in the urgency of rethinking education in the face of the global 

environmental crisis and the need to build more just and balanced societies. Educating for the 

environment is educating for life, and this process must begin early, when children learn to observe, care 

for, and interact with the world around them. Environmental education in childhood stimulates a sense of 

belonging, awakens scientific curiosity, develops empathy, and forms individuals capable of reflecting on 

their actions and consequences. Thus, investing in Environmental Education in Early Childhood 

Education means investing in a sustainable future and in transforming mentalities and behaviors. 

From a methodological standpoint, this study is qualitative and bibliographic in nature, based on a 

review of national and international literature. Theoretical references include authors such as Carvalho 

(2008; 2012), Loureiro (2004), Reigota (2009; 2017), Gadotti (2000), Faria (1999; 2007), Zabalza (1998), 

and official documents such as the LDB (Law No. 9.394/1996), the National Environmental Education 

Policy (Law No. 9.795/1999), the National Curriculum Guidelines for Early Childhood Education (2010), 

and the BNCC (2018). The research is structured as a theoretical analysis organized into five 

complementary chapters that interconnect to build a comprehensive view of the theme. 

Chapter 1 – Foundations of Environmental Education presents the historical and conceptual 

trajectory of environmental education, from early ecological discussions to the formulation of public 

policies and legal instruments for environmental protection. It shows how international conferences and 

UN reports influenced the formation of global awareness about sustainability, contextualizing the 

emergence of Environmental Education and its relationship with Education for Sustainable Development. 

Chapter 2 – Early Childhood Education: Concepts and Challenges analyzes the historical 

evolution of childhood and Early Childhood Education, highlighting the role of schools in forming critical 

and conscious citizens. It addresses the transition from an “assistentialist” view to an integral educational 
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approach that combines care, affection, and knowledge, according to authors such as Ariès (1978), Faria 

(2007), and Zabalza (1998). 

Chapter 3 – Environmental Education Applied to Early Childhood Education constitutes the core 

of the study, discussing pedagogical practices and methodologies that make it possible to work on 

sustainability with young children. Experiences involving play, contact with nature, affectivity, and 

interdisciplinarity are explored as instruments for learning and ethical-emotional development. 

Chapter 4 – Impacts and Benefits presents research results demonstrating the positive effects of 

Environmental Education on children’s cognitive, affective, and social development, based on empirical 

evidence from authors such as Ardoin et al. (2020), Prins et al. (2022), and Davis et al. (2023). It also 

discusses the role of environmental education in strengthening the bond between school, family, and 

community. 

Chapter 5 – Challenges and Future Perspectives addresses obstacles to implementing 

Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education, such as lack of infrastructure and adequate 

teacher training, and proposes innovative paths such as the use of digital technologies, active 

methodologies, and institutional partnerships. 

Finally, the Final Considerations synthesize the results and reinforce the idea that Environmental 

Education is an indispensable path for social transformation and for building a new ethic of coexistence 

between humans and nature. Educating environmentally from childhood means planting the seeds of 

respect, empathy, and care—values essential for the maintenance of life and planetary sustainability.



  
   

 
Conexões de Saberes: Perspectivas Multidisciplinares  

A EVOLUÇÃO DO CONCEITO DE FAMÍLIA NO ÂMBITO JURÍDICO: ANÁLISE DO INSTITUTO DA FILIAÇÃO 

SOCIOAFETIVA 

CAPÍTULO 1 CAPÍTULO 1 CHAPTER 1 – FOUNDATIONS OF ENVIRONMENTAL 

EDUCATION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION 

The increase in the consumption of natural resources and the growing generation of waste 

resulting from the Industrial Revolution, which began in the mid-18th century, already sparked social 

concern in the 19th century regarding the impacts of urbanization and industrialization on the 

environment. The relationship between humans and nature began to be widely discussed in works such as 

Evidence as to Man’s Place in Nature by Thomas Huxley (1863) and Man and Nature: Or, Physical 

Geography as Modified by Human Action by George Perkins Marsh (1864), which warned against the 

excessive exploitation of natural resources. During this period, in 1872, Yellowstone National Park was 

created in the United States, considered the first biodiversity conservation unit (Jackson, 1942). 

The negative effects of industrialization became more evident in the 20th century with episodes of 

severe environmental pollution. In 1952, London was the stage for the Great Smog, caused by high 

concentrations of smoke and soot from industrial activities, resulting in thousands of deaths and becoming 

known as the first major modern environmental catastrophe (Greater London Authority, 2002). A few 

years later, in 1956, the Minamata disaster in Japan claimed hundreds of lives due to mercury 

contamination in the bay’s waters by local industry, affecting the entire food chain (George, 2002). The 

London disaster led to legal advances such as the Clean Air Act, enacted in 1956 by the British 

Parliament, which established measures to control air pollution and restricted coal burning in urban areas 

(Brimblecombe, 2006). 

Inspired by these actions, other countries created laws and institutions aimed at environmental 

protection. In Brazil, Decree No. 50.079 of 1968 established the Basic Sanitation Technology Center of 

São Paulo – CETESB, now the Environmental Company of the State of São Paulo, responsible for 

controlling and monitoring polluting activities. Over the years, CETESB became an international 

reference and joined United Nations and World Health Organization networks focused on sanitation and 

sustainable development (CETESB, 2022). Meanwhile, new environmental issues gained global attention, 

such as pesticide contamination denounced by Rachel Carson in Silent Spring (1962), where the author 

criticized the indiscriminate use of DDT and its impacts on ecosystems and humans, leading to the 

suspension of the product in the United States and the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) (Carson, 1962; Griswold, 2012). 

In Brazil, the environmental debate was reflected in the enactment of Law No. 4.771/65, which 

revised the 1934 Forest Code in response to intensified agricultural mechanization and the need to 

regulate forest exploitation (Brasil, 1965). In 1968, the Club of Rome was founded, composed of 

scientists, politicians, and business leaders who debated the limits of economic growth. The report The 

Limits to Growth (1972), prepared by MIT researchers, projected a future of resource scarcity if global 

consumption was not curbed (Meadows et al., 1972). Although influential, the report also received 
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criticism, particularly from Latin American intellectuals, who interpreted it as an attempt to restrict the 

development of poor countries (Reigota, 2017). 

In 1972, the first United Nations Conference on the Human Environment was held in Stockholm, 

producing 26 principles and 109 recommendations to guide environmental actions, including the creation 

of the International Environmental Education Program (UN, 1973). That same year, the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP) was founded in Kenya, with the mission of promoting environmental 

conservation and the sustainable use of natural resources (UNEP, 2022). Meanwhile, Brazil, still under 

military rule and driven by the “economic miracle,” adopted development policies that neglected 

environmental issues, allowing polluting projects such as large hydroelectric plants and mining 

operations, in contrast to the sustainability ideals discussed internationally (Duarte, 2015; Prado & 

Estevam, 2015; Reigota, 2017). 

Even in this context, the country created the Special Secretariat for the Environment (SEMA) in 

1973, its first environmental management body, responsible for formulating policies and programs aimed 

at ecological preservation (Brasil, 1973). Following the recommendations of the Stockholm Conference, 

UNESCO organized in 1975, in Belgrade, the first International Seminar on Environmental Education, 

which resulted in the Belgrade Charter, a document outlining global guidelines for environmental 

education (UNESCO, 1977). Two years later, in 1977, UNESCO and UNEP held in Tbilisi, in the former 

Soviet Union, the first Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education, which consolidated 

principles and objectives to promote ecological awareness at all educational levels (UNESCO, 1978). 

These debates influenced Brazil to establish the National Environmental Policy (Law 6.938/81), 

which created CONAMA and introduced instruments such as the Environmental Impact Study (EIA) and 

the Environmental Impact Report (RIMA), essential for preventing and mitigating environmental damage 

(Brasil, 1981). In 1983, the UN created the World Commission on Environment and Development, 

chaired by Gro Harlem Brundtland, which published in 1987 the report Our Common Future, where the 

concept of sustainable development was coined—development that meets present needs without 

compromising future generations (UN, 1987). The document defined sustainable development as a 

process based on economic, social, and environmental balance, combining growth and conservation. 

In the same year, UNESCO and UNEP held the International Congress on Environmental 

Education and Training in Moscow, reinforcing the role of education as an essential instrument for 

sustainability (UNESCO, 1988). Shortly thereafter, the 1988 Federal Constitution consolidated the right 

of all to an ecologically balanced environment and mandated that public authorities promote 

environmental education at all levels of education (Brasil, 1988). The creation of the Brazilian Institute of 

Environment and Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA) in 1989 strengthened environmental 

management in the country (Brasil, 1989). 
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In 1992, Rio de Janeiro hosted the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 

(Eco-92), an event that brought together representatives from 179 countries and resulted in key 

documents such as Agenda 21, which proposed guidelines for global sustainable development, and 

conventions on biodiversity and climate change (UN, 1992a; 1992b; 1992c; 1993). 

In the following years, Brazil advanced in the institutionalization of environmental education with 

the creation of the National Environmental Education Program (PRONEA) in 1994 and, later, with the 

enactment of Law No. 9.795/99, which established the National Environmental Education Policy 

(PNEA), consolidating sustainability principles in educational and environmental legislation (MEC, 2005; 

Brasil, 1999). These milestones consolidated a long historical trajectory in which environmental thought 

evolved from a punctual concern with pollution to a systemic and integrative vision that recognizes the 

interdependence between environment, economy, and society. 

 

CONCEPT OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

The concept of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emerged with the same optimism 

that marked the formulation of the concept of sustainable development (SD) in the 1980s. However, this 

idea has faced skepticism among critics and educational researchers, fueling debates about the 

relationship between ESD and other educational approaches (Freitas, 2004). 

Some authors, such as Gutiérrez, Benayas, and Calvo (2006), attribute to Eco-92 the moment 

when education began to be recognized as an instrument for promoting sustainability, introducing the 

concepts of Human Development and Sustainable Human Development. The document resulting from 

this event presents education as a fundamental tool for constructing and inventing new realities. 

These authors define the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) as a period 

aimed at fostering a solidarity-based education capable of providing an accurate perception of the state of 

the world, encouraging responsible attitudes and commitments, and preparing citizens for conscious 

decision-making, with the goal of achieving culturally plural development, social justice, and smarter 

models of interaction with ecosystems (Gutiérrez, Benayas & Calvo, 2006, p. 26). 

As these authors emphasize, this shift in educational models requires diverse actions and 

instruments that promote changes in attitudes and lifestyles. However, from a less optimistic perspective, 

Santana and Lima (2009), drawing on Fino (2001), argue that the educational proposals within the 

Decade of Education for Sustainable Development remain conditioned by short-term interests and capital 

demands, rather than addressing future needs or fostering profound social change. 

Similarly, Löwy (2014) questions the legitimacy of ESD, asserting that the interest behind the 

Decade of Education for Sustainable Development was an attempt to align society with the hegemonic 

logic of capitalism. This proposal, which seeks an education guided by sustainable development and a 
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global framework for society, is controversial, especially in the United States, where ESD is widely 

discussed, with numerous studies published in international journals on the subject (González Gaudiano, 

2006; Hart & Nolan, 2008; Hedefalk, Almqvist & Östman, 2014). 

According to Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2014), who conducted studies in early childhood 

education based on the work of Scott and Gough (2004), ESD’s main objective is to teach students to act 

critically. Their research identified two distinct definitions of ESD: one as a triple approach considering 

education about, in, and for the environment; and another as an approach encompassing three interrelated 

dimensions—economic, social, and environmental (Hedefalk, Almqvist & Östman, 2014). 

The first definition, which views ESD as education about, in, and for the environment, is less 

common and does not correspond to the official UN definition. Nevertheless, many researchers address 

the topic from this perspective. According to these authors, education about the environment emphasizes 

knowledge of natural systems, such as water cycles and ecosystems; education in the environment values 

direct experiences in nature; and education for the environment encourages active participation in solving 

environmental problems, seeking socially just and sustainable choices. These three dimensions should be 

understood in an integrated manner so that individuals learn about and within the environment and are 

capable of acting on its behalf (Hedefalk, Almqvist & Östman, 2014). 

The second definition of ESD follows the proposal of the three pillars of sustainable development, 

known as the Triple Bottom Line, which encompasses the balance between economic viability, social 

justice, and ecological integrity (Elkington, 1994; Boff, 2012; Sartori, Latrônico & Campos, 2014). This 

definition is the most widely adopted and frequently appears in official documents. According to 

Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2014), ESD, from this perspective, incorporates economic, social, and 

environmental dimensions, emphasizing ecosystem protection, the promotion of justice and social 

equality, and financial sustainability. These dimensions reflect the interconnections among economic 

development, environmental protection, and social justice, illustrating how lifestyles, nature, and society 

are intertwined. 

The major difference between these definitions is that the first is almost exclusively focused on 

preserving the natural environment, while the second also includes social and economic aspects. 

Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman further note that the first, more restrictive definition views 

environmental education as a field based on scientific data, with less emphasis on ethical judgments 

related to sustainability, assuming that science provides the correct answers for actions to be taken. 

Conversely, the definition of ESD that most emphasizes emancipation and critical thinking is the 

one that encompasses the three pillars of sustainable development, which is the most widely accepted and 

disseminated internationally, especially in Europe and the United States. From this perspective, the 
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central objective of ESD is to teach students to act critically (Scott & Gough, 2004, apud Hedefalk, 

Almqvist & Östman, 2014). 

González-Gaudiano (2006), based on works discussing the controversial proposal of sustainable 

development and ESD, indicates that many authors view ESD as an evolution of environmental education 

that can significantly contribute to solving contemporary problems, elevating the educational process 

beyond the limitations of traditional environmental education. 

Sauvé (1997) and Lima (2003) reinforce that ESD emerged to overcome the environmental 

education practiced in European countries and the United States, where the latter was increasingly seen as 

insufficient to address the environmental crisis due to its reductionist approach, focused exclusively on 

ecological aspects and neglecting socio-historical and political dimensions. In Brazil, ESD is often 

interpreted in a depoliticized manner, while in Europe and the United States, environmental education is 

viewed more naturalistically and biologically (Lima, 2003; Freitas, 2004; González-Gaudiano, 2006). 

The prevailing view in these developed countries maintains the initial optimism of environmental 

education, aligned with the concept of sustainable development. In Latin America, however, the ESD 

proposal is received with greater caution by educators and researchers, and many criticisms of ESD 

originate from this region (González-Gaudiano, 2006). Despite this, Latin America is also the birthplace 

of a pedagogical proposal that adopts ESD principles, known as Ecopedagogy or Earth Pedagogy, 

disseminated mainly through the works of Costa Rican educator Gutiérrez and Brazilian scholar Moacir 

Gadotti. 

Pedagogical work involving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has been developed 

globally within the ESD perspective, a concept that emerged from the need to address growing 

environmental challenges. Formulated in 2005, ESD can be understood as an education that encourages 

critical thinking, enabling individuals to identify unsustainable elements in their lives and societies and to 

promote positive social and environmental changes. 

The launch of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014) 

initiated a global movement to reorient education toward the challenges of sustainable development. 

UNESCO coordinates the Global Action Programme on ESD (2014–2030), created to implement and 

monitor the actions of the decade, seeking to ensure the inclusion of ESD principles in formal, non-

formal, and informal education, encompassing key issues of sustainable development in teaching and 

learning. 

The pursuit of sustainable development requires a broad shift in mindsets, attitudes, and behaviors. 

According to the Incheon Declaration (UNESCO, 2015), ESD develops skills, values, and attitudes that 

enable citizens to live healthy and fulfilling lives, make informed decisions, and respond to local and 

global challenges. Thus, ESD is considered part of quality education and lifelong learning, directly related 
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to SDG 4 and indirectly to other goals, as it promotes behavioral transformation, participation in 

collective processes, and engagement in social, economic, and political changes toward sustainability 

(UNESCO, 2013). 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (ESD) 

AND ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION (EE) 

The relationship between Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Environmental 

Education (EE) is an increasingly relevant topic in the contemporary context, especially in light of the 

environmental, social, and economic challenges facing the world. Although these two concepts are 

closely related and sometimes treated as synonyms, it is important to understand their specificities and 

intersections, as well as how they complement each other in promoting the social and cultural 

transformations necessary for planetary sustainability. 

Environmental Education (EE) has its roots in the environmentalist movement of the 20th century, 

particularly after the Stockholm Conference in 1972, when global concern about environmental problems 

gained greater international visibility. EE is understood as an educational process aimed at developing 

environmental awareness, seeking to sensitize individuals to the impacts of human actions on ecosystems, 

promote respect for nature, and encourage attitudes that minimize environmental damage. Its main focus 

is the preservation of the environment, the conservation of natural resources, and the understanding of 

ecological processes that sustain life. According to UNESCO (1978), EE should contribute to the 

development of active citizenship that recognizes the importance of balancing human needs with the 

conservation of natural resources for future generations. 

On the other hand, Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) emerged in a more recent 

context, expanding the scope of EE by integrating social, economic, and cultural dimensions into the 

sustainability debate. ESD was consolidated internationally at the World Conference on Education for 

Sustainable Development, held in Johannesburg in 2002, and reinforced by the United Nations Decade of 

Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014). The concept of ESD is not limited to 

environmental issues but encompasses the formation of critical, conscious citizens committed to 

transforming their realities, promoting integral human development, social justice, economic equity, and 

respect for human rights. According to Sterling (2004), ESD represents a holistic and transdisciplinary 

educational approach that seeks to promote a dynamic balance between present and future needs, based 

on sustainability principles. 

Thus, ESD can be seen as an evolution of EE, broadening its reach to include not only 

environmental preservation but also the social and economic aspects that sustain communities and 

societies. This expansion implies a more complex view of contemporary challenges, recognizing that 
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environmental issues, such as ecosystem degradation, are intrinsically linked to social problems such as 

poverty, inequality, and social exclusion. According to Filho et al. (2018), ESD seeks to promote 

development that meets present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own, as defined in the Brundtland Report (1987). 

Moreover, the interrelationship between EE and ESD is evident in their methodologies and 

educational objectives. EE traditionally emphasizes knowledge about natural processes and the impacts of 

human actions on the environment, promoting awareness and behavioral changes regarding 

environmental conservation. ESD incorporates these actions and adds the development of critical, 

participatory, and proactive skills that enable individuals to act as agents of change in their communities, 

adopting sustainable practices in all spheres of life. In this way, ESD expands the scope of EE by 

engaging the ethical, political, and cultural dimensions of education, fostering an integrated and systemic 

view of the world. 

In formal education, this relationship is reflected in how school curricula have incorporated 

environmental and sustainability themes. Environmental education is often treated as a specific subject or 

curricular component focused on teaching scientific aspects related to the environment. ESD, however, 

seeks to make these contents transversal, integrating them into other areas of knowledge and promoting 

interdisciplinary projects that encourage critical thinking, social participation, and the collective 

construction of solutions to socio-environmental problems. According to Loureiro (2015), the inclusion of 

ESD in schools enables a more contextualized education that connects academic knowledge to local and 

everyday practices, contributing to the formation of conscious and responsible citizens. 

Beyond the school setting, ESD and EE also intersect in public policies, community projects, and 

non-governmental initiatives aimed at promoting sustainability through education. In all these spaces, EE 

provides the foundation for understanding natural systems and the impacts of human activities, while 

ESD expands this knowledge to include critical analysis of social, economic, and cultural structures that 

influence environmental decisions. This integration is essential for addressing complex challenges such as 

climate change, biodiversity loss, and social inequality, which require multidimensional and collective 

responses. 

It is important to highlight that ESD also involves promoting values and attitudes that foster 

environmental ethics, solidarity, respect for cultural diversity, and commitment to social justice. In this 

sense, ESD encourages active engagement in processes of social transformation, promoting participation 

in decisions that affect the environment and society. This perspective aligns with the ideas of Souza and 

Rodrigues (2017), who emphasize the need for education that forms critical and active citizens capable of 

contributing to the construction of sustainable societies. 
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Another relevant point in the relationship between EE and ESD is the interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary nature required by both approaches. Socio-environmental problems are complex and 

demand knowledge that goes beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries. Therefore, both EE and ESD 

propose methodologies that encourage the articulation of natural, social, and human sciences, promoting 

the integration of scientific knowledge with local, traditional, and cultural knowledge. This integration 

contributes to building more contextualized knowledge and valuing diverse perspectives, which is 

essential for formulating sustainable and fair solutions. 

Furthermore, the affective and emotional dimension is a common and fundamental aspect of both 

EE and ESD. Sensitization and the development of emotional bonds with nature are considered essential 

for forming responsible and committed attitudes toward sustainability. Building a critical environmental 

awareness is related not only to rational knowledge but also to valuing aesthetic, cultural, and emotional 

aspects linked to the environment. According to Capra (2002), this emotional connection fosters the 

development of an ecological ethic that recognizes the interdependence between human beings and 

natural systems. 

In this context, environmental education, by working on sensitization and awareness, prepares the 

ground for education for sustainable development to go beyond the individual, stimulating collective 

protagonism and citizen participation. ESD, therefore, proposes an education that not only informs but 

also mobilizes and empowers individuals for transformative action, considering local, regional, and global 

dimensions. 

In summary, Environmental Education and Education for Sustainable Development are deeply 

interconnected, with the former providing a necessary foundation for the advancement of the latter. EE 

offers the scientific basis and sensitization needed for individuals to understand the importance of 

environmental conservation. ESD expands this understanding by incorporating social, economic, cultural, 

and political dimensions of sustainability, promoting the formation of critical, participatory citizens 

committed to building a sustainable future. This relationship is fundamental for implementing educational 

practices that address the environmental and social challenges of the 21st century, contributing to the 

construction of more just, equitable societies in harmony with the environment.
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The concept of childhood, as we understand it today, did not exist in earlier times and was not 

perceived as a natural or inherent condition of human experience. According to Philippe Ariès (1978), this 

new way of viewing the child began to take shape only at the end of the Middle Ages, when children were 

previously seen as “miniature adults,” beings merely waiting to reach adult size and physical maturity. 

The author notes that, in the first manifestations of this new perspective, an attitude of indulgence 

prevailed: the child was perceived as innocent, graceful, and amusing, serving as a source of 

entertainment for adults. This “pampering,” widely criticized by educators of the time, was expressed not 

only in gestures of affection but also in reactions of grief at the death of a child, which ceased to be seen 

as inevitable and became a cause of profound suffering. 

With the rise of moral and religious ideas in the 17th century, childhood began to be understood 

from a more ethical and psychological perspective. Ariès (1978) explains that criticism of indulgence led 

to the understanding that it was necessary to know the child and correct its imperfections, rather than 

merely pampering it. During the Modern Era, between the 16th and 19th centuries, schools—although 

initially not distinguishing students by age—began to emphasize discipline and moral control, both of 

religious origin and deeply rigid. This approach helped shape the behavior of children and young people, 

directing them toward socially accepted standards of conduct. However, this phenomenon was not 

universal: while some young people experienced a school-based childhood, others were forced to become 

adults prematurely, often without the physical or emotional conditions to do so. 

Still, according to Ariès (1978), the utopia of universal education was rejected by most educators 

of the 18th century, who advocated differentiated education according to social status, reflecting the 

traditional separation between manual and intellectual labor—two worlds that rarely intersected. The 

advance of capitalism and the increasing use of child labor in factories deepened this social divide. The 

notion of family, as we know it today, was also not a reality in the Middle Ages. Ariès emphasizes that the 

idea of a private family emerged between the 15th and 16th centuries; before that, family life was public, 

and intimacy was practically nonexistent. 

With the advent of capitalism and urbanization, the first institutions dedicated to caring for young 

children emerged. According to Sanches (2004), the concept of daycare originated in Europe at the end of 

the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries, with the function of caring for children from zero to three 

years old while their parents worked. In Brazil, daycare centers appeared at the end of the 19th century, 

accompanying the process of industrialization and migration to urban centers. The growth of cities in the 

most developed regions intensified social problems, aggravating unemployment and underemployment. 

Faced with this, doctors, jurists, church representatives, and members of civil society joined forces with 

the State to create assistance plans aimed at the poorest populations. As Sanches (2004) analyzes, 
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philanthropy emerged as a strategy for social control and maintaining the capitalist system, seeking to 

reduce costs and ensure the reproduction of the workforce. 

In this context, industrialists and charitable institutions began building workers’ villages near 

factories, equipped with schools, daycare centers, and sports clubs. The idea was that by taking good care 

of workers’ children, they would feel more satisfied and, consequently, more productive (Sanches, 2004). 

Only with the National Education Guidelines and Framework Law (Law No. 9.394/96) did the child come 

to be recognized as a subject of rights, no longer as an object of guardianship. This law was a milestone in 

Brazilian educational history, as it guaranteed Early Childhood Education as a right for children aged 0 to 

6 years and as a duty of the State, recognizing daycare centers and preschools as part of Basic Education 

rather than as welfare institutions. 

Campos, Rosemberg, and Ferreira (1995) observe that linking daycare centers and preschools to 

the field of Education represented a significant advance over the previously predominant welfare-based 

approach, by integrating care and education as complementary and inseparable dimensions of child 

development. The 1988 Federal Constitution had already guaranteed education for young children as a 

citizen’s right and a duty of the State, recognizing shared responsibility among family, society, and public 

authorities. Faria (2007) reinforces that although Early Childhood Education has existed in Brazil for over 

a century, it was only in the 1990s that it was recognized as a child’s right and the first stage of Basic 

Education. 

With the LDB of 1996, pedagogical work with children aged 0 to 6 years gained expanded 

educational and social value, as Machado (2005) highlights, by addressing the integral development of 

children and promoting citizenship from the earliest years of life. The National Plan for Early Childhood 

Education (PNEI, 2006) and the Ministry of Education organized seminars and meetings with state and 

municipal managers to define guidelines, goals, and strategies aimed at expanding enrollment and 

improving the quality of services in Early Childhood Education institutions. The preparation of the 

document involved various social actors, reaffirming the democratic commitment to formulating public 

policies (MEC, 2005). 

Despite these advances, integrating daycare centers and preschools into the educational system 

was not accompanied, on a national scale, by adequate allocation of financial resources. Although Early 

Childhood Education is not mandatory, enrollment numbers have steadily increased—between 2001 and 

2003, average growth rates were 6.4% in daycare centers and 3.5% in preschools (MEC, 2005). The 

Ministry of Education emphasizes that discussing the quality of Early Childhood Education implies 

revisiting conceptions of childhood, pedagogy, and citizenship, as well as considering recent research and 

current legislation to improve educational practices and policies. 
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For Faria (1999), the child is not an abstraction but a historical and cultural being who produces 

and is produced by the environment in which they live. The author criticizes outdated conceptions that 

viewed the child as incomplete or empty and advocates for a pedagogy that recognizes their capacity to 

act, think, and transform the world. Tiriba (2005) adds that the quality of Early Childhood Education 

depends on pedagogical practices sensitive to children’s needs and expressions, requiring attentive 

professionals capable of interpreting desires, observing behaviors, and organizing the educational 

environment intentionally and affectively. 

In the same vein, Zabalza (1998) defines three essential purposes for quality Early Childhood 

Education: a child-centered school that values identity and culture; a school of experiences and 

knowledge, focused on meaningful learning; and a participatory school integrated with the community. 

For the author, autonomy, identity, and competence are inseparable pillars of child development: 

autonomy relates to the ability to act and interact; identity to self-recognition and self-confidence; and 

competence to the appropriation of cultural symbols and values. Educational quality, therefore, depends 

not only on curriculum and teaching practices but also on institutional functioning, collective goals, and 

continuous commitment to improving services offered to children (Zabalza, 1998). 

Thus, the historical and pedagogical construction of Early Childhood Education reveals a long 

trajectory of social, cultural, and political transformations. From a time when childhood was not even 

recognized as a distinct stage of life to its consecration as a legally guaranteed right, a conception of the 

child as active, creative, and participatory has been consolidated—one whose integral development must 

be ensured through educational practices that combine care, affection, knowledge, and citizenship.
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Environmental Education applied to Early Childhood Education constitutes an essential field of 

human development, as it is at this stage of life that the child begins to construct their perception of the 

world and their relationship with the environment. This pedagogical approach is based on the principle 

that the development of attitudes, values, and sustainable behaviors should begin in the earliest years of 

life, when the cognitive, affective, and social foundations that guide how individuals interact with the 

natural and social environment are formed (Carvalho, 2008). Therefore, integrating Environmental 

Education into the daily routine of Early Childhood Education is an educational and ethical strategy 

aimed at promoting critical and participatory awareness from childhood, strengthening the commitment of 

new generations to the preservation of life in all its forms. 

The discussion on Environmental Education emerged on the global stage through major 

international conferences organized by the United Nations, particularly the Stockholm Conference (1972), 

which for the first time linked economic development and environmental preservation, and the Tbilisi 

Conference (1977), promoted by UNESCO and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), 

which defined principles and objectives for Environmental Education at all levels of schooling 

(UNESCO, 1978). These documents were fundamental in consolidating the idea that education is an 

indispensable tool for addressing the global environmental crisis by forming critical, conscious, and 

responsible citizens. In Brazil, the National Environmental Education Policy (Law No. 9.795/1999) 

establishes that Environmental Education must be present in a transversal and permanent manner at all 

levels and modalities of education, as an essential component rather than an isolated subject (Brasil, 

1999). 

In Early Childhood Education, Environmental Education is primarily realized through daily 

practices, sensory experiences, and activities that allow children to observe, explore, and understand 

nature and the phenomena around them. According to Loureiro (2004), Environmental Education should 

be understood as a continuous and permanent process of formation that articulates scientific knowledge 

with everyday knowledge, care for the environment, and critical reflection on lifestyles. Thus, the 

approach in Early Childhood Education should be integrated and playful, fostering interaction among 

body, emotion, imagination, and thought—fundamental elements of child development. 

Faria (2007) emphasizes that Early Childhood Education is the first stage of Basic Education and 

has the function of educating and caring in an inseparable manner, promoting the child’s integral 

development in its physical, psychological, intellectual, and social aspects. When articulated with 

Environmental Education, this function expands, as care also comes to include care for others and for the 

environment. This conception aligns with Gadotti’s (2000) proposal, which views Environmental 

Education as education for sustainability—a process that seeks to transform values and attitudes in favor 

of a new civilizational model that is more supportive, ethical, and balanced. 
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The child, as Faria (1999) stresses, is a historical, social, and cultural being capable of producing 

meanings and acting upon the world. By understanding the environment as a space of symbolic and 

affective interactions, Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education recognizes the child as an 

active subject in constructing knowledge about the world they inhabit. For Reigota (2017), Environmental 

Education must go beyond transmitting information about ecology and recycling, promoting the 

development of political, critical, and participatory awareness aimed at social transformation and building 

a fairer and more sustainable world. 

In the context of pedagogical practices, Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education 

should be integrated into the institution’s pedagogical project and not limited to occasional or 

commemorative activities. Carvalho (2012) highlights that educational actions should enable children to 

experience nature in its various dimensions—esthetic, ethical, affective, and cognitive—through concrete 

experiences that awaken curiosity and wonder about the natural world. This includes, for example, 

cultivating school gardens, caring for plants, observing insects, using recyclable materials in play, and 

developing projects involving resource reuse, water and energy conservation, and respect for living 

beings. 

The National Common Curricular Base (BNCC, Brazil, 2018) reinforces this perspective by 

recognizing that Early Childhood Education should promote experiences that contribute to building 

ethical values and attitudes of responsibility toward the environment and the community. The BNCC 

understands that learning at this stage occurs globally and integratively and that direct contact with nature 

is fundamental for developing sensitivity, imagination, and ecological awareness. 

In this regard, Guimarães (2004) argues that Environmental Education should be seen as a 

transformative and emancipatory practice that enables the child to understand themselves as an integral 

part of nature and as an agent of social change. The author advocates that educators adopt a reflective and 

dialogical stance, stimulating curiosity and critical thinking rather than transmitting ready-made and 

moralizing content. For this, it is essential that teachers receive continuous training and have access to 

materials and methodologies that value interdisciplinarity, experimentation, and affective connection with 

the environment. 

The relationship between affectivity and Environmental Education is central in practices with 

young children. Wallon (1941) and Vygotsky (1998) have shown that learning is closely linked to emotion 

and social interaction. Thus, when the child experiences situations in which care for the environment is 

part of daily school life—such as separating waste, caring for plants, or respecting animals—they 

internalize values of respect and solidarity that will influence their behavior throughout life. Tiriba (2005) 

adds that pedagogical work in Early Childhood Education should create conditions for the child to feel 
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part of nature and perceive the impact of their actions on it, developing from an early age a sense of 

belonging and environmental responsibility. 

According to Vygotsky (2008, p. 76), child development and learning occur through relationships 

in which the child “in their daily life, observing, experimenting, imitating, receiving instruction from 

more experienced people in their culture, learns to ask questions and also to obtain answers to a series of 

issues.” Early Childhood Education is primarily responsible for promoting the child’s overall 

development, and teaching at this stage contributes to significant changes in present and future 

generations. Therefore, prioritizing Environmental Education with children is a way to promote the 

formation of conscious, critical, and participatory citizens. According to the Quality Parameters for Early 

Childhood Education (2008, p. 14), the child is “a unique, complete human being who is, at the same 

time, growing and developing,” which reinforces the importance of working with the environment as a 

fundamental element for life and for forming ethical and sustainable values. 

Tiriba (2005) reminds us that human beings share life on Earth with countless animal and plant 

species, without which life on the planet cannot exist. This perception reinforces the role of 

Environmental Education as a promoter of ecological awareness based on respect, cooperation, and care 

for others. Reigota (2009, p. 36) defines the environment as “a determined and/or perceived place where 

natural and social aspects are in dynamic and constant interaction.” He further adds that Environmental 

Education should be understood as a political process that seeks to promote dialogue among different 

forms of knowledge and allow students and teachers to jointly construct meanings and definitions about 

the environment and its preservation (Reigota, 2009, p. 37). 

In this sense, Talamoni and Sampaio (2008) state that “Environmental Education mediates the 

appropriation, by individuals, of the qualities and capacities necessary for responsible transformative 

action toward the environment in which they live” (p. 12), and warn that it cannot be restricted to 

teaching ecology or natural sciences but should permeate all subjects, always contextualized with 

students’ realities. The authors also emphasize that Environmental Education should not be used as a form 

of indoctrination but as an instrument of collective awareness, promoting a sense of shared responsibility 

among teachers, administrators, families, and the school community. 

Therefore, Environmental Education in Early Childhood Education is not merely a set of 

ecological practices but a proposal for integral formation that combines knowledge, sensitivity, and 

ethics. It is through meaningful and affective experiences that the child learns to care for themselves, 

others, and the world, understanding that environmental balance depends on human relationships and 

everyday choices. By integrating Environmental Education into educational processes from childhood, 

schools contribute to forming conscious, critical individuals committed to the sustainability of life on the 

planet. As Gadotti (2000) emphasizes, educating environmentally is educating for hope, responsibility, 
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and the future—a future that begins in childhood, when the first seeds of care, awareness, and love for the 

planet are planted.
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Environmental Education integrated into Early Childhood Education has transformative potential 

because it acts on central dimensions of human development precisely when they are being formed: 

cognition, affectivity, and sociability. In early childhood, the brain and affective-relational repertoires are 

particularly sensitive to concrete, multimodal, and meaningful experiences; therefore, pedagogical 

practices involving contact with nature, gardening projects, observation of life cycles, and collective care 

not only expand knowledge about the natural world but also shape capacities for attention, language, 

problem-solving, and emotional regulation. Recent literature in education and child development 

confirms this intuition with evidence: systematic reviews of environmental education and nature-based 

programs show consistent gains in executive cognition, sustained attention, and indicators of self-

regulation—effects that occur when activities are regular, integrated into the curriculum, and mediated by 

adults trained to listen and provoke meaningful questions in children. Synthesis studies indicate that 

interventions in early childhood education contexts that prioritize nature-based experiences or the use of 

school gardens promote improvements in early scientific reasoning, investigative curiosity, and 

observation and classification skills—competencies fundamental to cognitive development in early 

childhood (Ardoin et al., 2020). 

On the affective level, Environmental Education fosters the construction of care bonds—with 

others and with the environment—that are constitutive of an ethic of care. When children handle soil, 

water plants, feed worms, or observe the metamorphosis of an insect, they experience concrete empathy 

and responsibility: they learn that simple actions have consequences for fragile living beings and that care 

involves routine, patience, and cooperation. This affective repertoire translates into greater motivation to 

protect and preserve, as well as more adaptive emotional regulation (for example, tolerance for frustration 

when dealing with natural losses and the ability to wait for results in cultivation projects). Reviews on 

nature play show that regular contact with natural environments increases indicators of well-being, 

reduces anxiety symptoms, and improves sleep quality in children—results that have direct implications 

for emotional readiness to learn and socialize (Prins et al., 2022). 

Socially, environmental practices in Early Childhood Education often occur in collective projects 

(gardens, cleanup campaigns, exchange fairs, discussion circles), creating rich opportunities for 

negotiating rules, dividing tasks, and building social language. In these activities, children learn to 

cooperate, communicate intentions, negotiate roles, and resolve small conflicts—social skills that transfer 

to other school and family contexts. Research investigating school garden programs and gardening 

projects indicates gains in group work skills, self-esteem, and positive attitudes toward school, especially 

in socioeconomically vulnerable populations. Furthermore, green environments in schools are associated 

with reduced distraction and greater engagement in collective activities, facilitating the development of 

more democratic and collaborative pedagogical processes (Davis et al., 2023). 
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The formation of sustainable values and attitudes begins long before technical concepts about 

“sustainability” can be explicitly taught. For young children, values such as respect, care, justice, and 

responsibility take shape through sensory practices and shared rituals: planting a seedling, separating 

waste, saving water while brushing teeth, or listening to stories that highlight interdependence among 

living beings. Environmental Education, when approached in a contextualized and non-moralizing way, 

offers educators and families tools to transform everyday actions into ethical meanings: caring for the 

garden becomes a lesson on cycles but also an exercise in collective commitment; observing a caterpillar 

becomes an entry point for discussions about transformation, patience, and protecting small lives. Authors 

who study education for sustainability argue that pro-environmental attitudes take root when linked to 

emotions and concrete experiences, not merely to informational messages—hence the importance of 

experiential practices from an early age (UNESCO, 1978). 

Empirical research increasingly documents measurable impacts of Environmental Education 

practices in Early Childhood Education (and in early grades). Ardoin et al., in a systematic review of 

studies on environmental education in early childhood, concluded that well-designed interventions 

support children’s affective and cognitive growth and contribute to pro-environmental attitudes, although 

they highlight the need for more robust research designs and standardized measures to capture behavioral 

changes over time (Ardoin et al., 2020). 

Experimental studies with gardening programs show positive effects on modest academic learning 

(for example, small improvements in reading and scientific concepts when garden activities are integrated 

into the curriculum), as well as robust effects on nutritional knowledge and eating behavior (children tend 

to accept more fruits and vegetables they have grown). These findings from school-based interventions 

indicate that actions related to environmental management can simultaneously influence formal learning 

and health habits (Prins et al., 2022). 

Regarding the promotion of pro-environmental behaviors (PEBs), recent meta-analyses of 

interventions with children and youth show moderate to large effects when activities are contextualized, 

participatory, and repeated—that is, a single “recycling lesson” is not enough: impact is greater when 

there are ongoing projects involving decision-making, monitoring, and feedback. A recent meta-analysis 

showed that educational programs produce a measurable increase in children’s pro-environmental actions, 

with spillover effects on families through social contagion (children bring practices home and influence 

family habits) (Ardoin et al., 2020). 

From a neurobiological and broad cognitive development perspective, interdisciplinary literature 

between developmental neuroscience and environmental studies indicates that enriched experiences 

(cognitively stimulating, emotionally safe, and physically active) promote trajectories of greater neural 

plasticity and better indicators of executive functions (working memory, inhibition, cognitive flexibility). 
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Natural environments and outdoor activities provide precisely this type of stimulation—complex, varied, 

and sensorially rich—and are therefore plausible candidates for improving core cognitive capacities. 

Recent reviews on environmental contributions to child development reinforce that positive 

environmental stimuli (including green spaces) correlate with gains in attention and learning, possibly 

mediated by reduced pollutants, increased physical activity, and lower exposure to chronic stress 

(Świątkowski et al., 2024). 

Methodologically, studies of varying quality have been conducted: from detailed qualitative 

research documenting changes in children’s language, play, and emotions (very useful for capturing 

intrinsic processes) to controlled trials testing impacts on specific measures (reading, scientific 

knowledge, eating attitudes). Syntheses by Ardoin et al. (2020) and reviews on nature-based play 

emphasize that the most consistent effects occur in affective and socio-emotional domains—empathy, 

curiosity, cooperation—while cognitive impacts appear when practices are intentionally connected to the 

curriculum and assessed with instruments sensitive to the developmental stage (Świątkowski et al., 2024). 

It is important to note that not all interventions generate positive effects and that program design is 

decisive. Elements that increase effectiveness include: (a) consistent teacher training to mediate 

environmental experiences; (b) continuity and repetition of activities; (c) family and community 

involvement; (d) integration with curricular objectives (not treating the theme as an isolated activity); (e) 

adequate physical spaces and rich materials; and (f) reflective evaluation using instruments appropriate 

for the age group. Failures in any of these elements can reduce or nullify observable benefits. These 

conclusions reinforce the view that effective Environmental Education is always pedagogical—it requires 

planning, mediation, and evaluation—not a sum of casual actions (Świątkowski et al., 2024). 

In the Brazilian context, national studies and reports (including reviews on urban contexts and the 

capacities of public policies) indicate that Environmental Education programs in Early Childhood 

Education can be particularly transformative in contexts of inequality, where children have little access to 

green spaces and cultivation experiences. Investments in school gardens, accessible community parks, 

and teacher training tend to generate dual returns: improvements in learning and reduction of opportunity 

gaps for early sensory and scientific experiences. National research also highlights the importance of 

articulating Environmental Education actions with health, nutrition, and social assistance programs to 

enhance impacts on children’s integral development (UNICEF, 2024). 

Practical examples illustrate this transformative potential: programs that converted schoolyards 

into gardens and science workshops reported increased family participation, improvements in children’s 

diets, and greater sense of belonging to the school; interventions combining nature play with simple 

investigation projects recorded advances in early scientific language and causal vocabulary; initiatives 

integrating participatory monitoring (children measuring plant growth and recording data) stimulated 
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rudimentary notions of scientific method and collective responsibility. These case reports—when 

systematically evaluated—converge with synthesis evidence and offer valuable material for local 

implementation (UNICEF, 2024). 

In terms of public policy and practical implications, available evidence supports clear 

recommendations: prioritize continuous teacher training for environmental practices in early childhood; 

articulate Environmental Education projects with curricular goals and health and nutrition policies; invest 

in safe infrastructure that enables regular contact with nature (gardens, green areas); ensure programs are 

culturally relevant and co-constructed with families and communities; and systematically evaluate 

projects using appropriate indicators (combining qualitative and quantitative measures sensitive to 

developmental stages). These measures increase the likelihood that investments in Environmental 

Education will generate lasting benefits for children’s cognitive, affective, and social development 

(UNICEF, 2024). 

Finally, it is crucial to emphasize that the observed impacts are not merely “instrumental 

improvements” in school outcomes: they represent profound changes in how children perceive 

themselves in relation to the world—as agents capable of caring, investigating, and transforming. Well-

structured Environmental Education thus contributes to forming individuals who are more attentive, 

empathetic, and critical, capable of integrating knowledge and values into everyday actions. This has 

powerful implications for building societies that are more resilient and committed to caring for the 

common good—an objective that goes far beyond teaching content and finds in childhood a privileged 

ground for intervention (UNESCO, 1978).
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Environmental education in early childhood is fundamental for the integral development of 

children and for fostering sustainable awareness from the earliest years of life. However, its 

implementation faces several practical challenges in schools, such as the lack of adequate material and 

pedagogical resources to address these contents in a playful and effective manner (Santos & Silva, 2019). 

Many institutions lack green spaces, recyclable materials, and equipment that enable hands-on activities 

and bring children closer to nature, limiting opportunities for environmental learning. Furthermore, 

physical infrastructure is often not prepared to accommodate projects that require direct contact with the 

environment—a problem that is exacerbated in urban contexts, where access to nature is reduced and 

creativity and integration of pedagogical strategies depend on institutional support and guidance (Moura 

et al., 2021). 

Another crucial point is teacher training. Many early childhood educators do not have specific 

training in environmental education, which compromises the depth and quality of teaching (Oliveira & 

Carvalho, 2020). The absence of adequate preparation hinders the development of contextualized 

pedagogical practices and the promotion of a critical and proactive stance among students. Therefore, 

investing in continuous training that encompasses both theoretical knowledge and participatory 

methodologies and practices that integrate the environment into school routines and students’ social 

realities is urgent (Freitas & Ramos, 2018). Teacher training involves not only mastery of content but also 

the construction of a vision of the school’s role in shaping ecological values and environmental 

citizenship. 

Future perspectives for environmental education in early childhood point to the need for more 

effective public policies and partnerships among schools, families, communities, and environmental 

agencies to expand the reach and effectiveness of educational actions (Costa & Almeida, 2022). 

Collaborative projects involving these actors can generate meaningful and lasting experiences for 

children. Moreover, incorporating digital technologies, such as educational games and interactive 

platforms, can facilitate the understanding of complex topics and stimulate students’ interest, provided 

they are used with balance and pedagogical criteria (Nascimento & Soares, 2020). 

The transversal integration of environmental education into the early childhood curriculum must 

be continuously pursued, ensuring that sustainability permeates different areas of knowledge and daily 

school practices, strengthening children’s critical and holistic view of the world (Mourão & Silva, 2017). 

Thus, overcoming material limitations, investing in teacher training, and strengthening institutional 

partnerships are essential for environmental education to fulfill its transformative role, forming conscious 

and responsible citizens. The future of sustainable education depends on the ability of institutions to 

innovate, integrate, and commit to preserving the planet from early childhood. 
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Early childhood education, as the first stage of basic education, has as its main objective the 

integral development of the child, considering that assessments should be formative, accompanying 

growth without prematurely promoting advancement to subsequent stages (Brasil, 1996). Legislative 

changes, such as Laws No. 11.114/2005 and No. 11.274/2006, redefined the guidelines for early 

childhood education and elementary education, reinforcing the importance of serving children from zero 

to five years old and extending elementary education to nine years (Brasil, 2005; 2006). These changes 

highlight the need for teachers to understand children’s unique characteristics, considering their cultural 

and social context, as emphasized by Braga (2014), who underscores the importance of viewing 

contemporary children as immersed in a technological and dynamic world. 

However, despite social and educational advances, Azevedo (2013) draws attention to the fact that 

childhood is often marked by precocity, exclusion, and violence, highlighting the ongoing struggle of 

Brazilian society to defend children’s rights. Early childhood educators must therefore engage in 

continuous professional development, seeking knowledge and skills that qualify them to meet the 

specificities of this stage (Freire, 1996; Azevedo, 2013). Teachers must be able to integrate education, 

care, and play, valuing emotional, affective, physical, linguistic, cognitive, and social aspects, as 

emphasized by Orgari and Molina (2003). This role demands autonomy, research, reflection, and ethical 

commitment, considering that teachers are fundamental agents in the process of learning and social 

development (Nóvoa, 1995; Gomes, 2013). 

Initial and continuing teacher education should be viewed as an investment rather than a cost, 

encompassing the articulation of theory, practice, and research to build a solid professional identity and 

high-quality teaching (Veiga, 2001; Gatti & Barreto, 2009). Educators need to understand the diversity of 

children, caring for, protecting, welcoming, and stimulating them, rethinking methodologies with 

creativity and sensitivity (Bassedas, Huguet & Solé, 1999; Oliveira, 2011). Teachers are protagonists in 

mediating relationships between the child, the adult, and the world, and must refine their practice through 

ethical and political choices, recognizing their professional identity and exercising autonomy (Gomes, 

2013). 

It is noteworthy that teaching in early childhood education requires specific knowledge about 

child development and appropriate methodologies to promote meaningful learning while respecting each 

child’s uniqueness (Silva, 2006; Ostetto, 2012). Teaching practice involves multiple types of 

knowledge— theoretical, disciplinary, curricular, and experiential—that must be articulated to ensure 

innovative, dynamic, creative, and conscious education (Freire, 1996; Tardif, 2002). Finally, educators 

should organize environments that foster childhood time, coexistence, and integral development, 

promoting self-esteem, self-concept, and knowledge construction in a continuous process of formation 

and reflection (Azevedo, 2013; Barbosa, 2009). 
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INNOVATIVE PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY 

CHILDHOOD EDUCATION 

Environmental Education (EE) in Early Childhood Education plays a fundamental role in shaping 

conscious, critical, and responsible citizens in the face of contemporary socio-environmental challenges. 

At this initial stage of life, children develop perceptions, values, and attitudes that can guide their 

relationship with the environment throughout their lives. Therefore, adopting innovative pedagogical 

practices that spark interest, promote active engagement, and foster the child’s integral development—

integrating cognitive, affective, and social aspects into the educational process—is essential. 

Specialized literature emphasizes that pedagogical innovation in EE should be based on playful, 

interactive, and contextualized approaches, considering children’s age group, prior experiences, and local 

socio-environmental context. According to Nóvoa (2009), innovation in education presupposes breaking 

away from traditional methods, valuing learner protagonism and collective knowledge construction. This 

premise is even more relevant in Early Childhood Education, as children need concrete stimuli and 

sensory experiences to develop critical thinking and environmental responsibility (Kellert, 2002). 

One of the main challenges of EE in Early Childhood Education lies in reconciling the complexity 

of environmental themes with language accessible to children. To overcome this difficulty, innovative 

pedagogical practices employ play, dramatization, storytelling, and nature-based experiences as central 

strategies. According to Vygotsky (1998), play is a privileged form of learning in childhood because it 

stimulates imagination, socialization, and symbolic appropriation of the world. Thus, by associating play 

with environmental themes, educators create rich environments for exploration, experimentation, and the 

development of ecological awareness. 

In this sense, the use of pedagogical projects has proven effective for organizing EE activities in 

Early Childhood Education, providing an integrated and interdisciplinary approach. These projects enable 

the investigation of environmental phenomena based on children’s questions and interests, promoting 

research, observation, and dialogue. As Fleer (2011) points out, projects involving nature observation, 

school gardening, and selective waste collection foster the construction of meaningful knowledge and the 

formation of sustainable habits from childhood. 

Another relevant aspect of innovative pedagogical practices is the incorporation of digital 

technologies as tools to support Environmental Education. The inclusion of multimedia resources such as 

videos, interactive games, and educational apps can broaden access to information and stimulate 

children’s curiosity about the environment. Studies indicate that the conscious and guided use of these 

technologies contributes to environmental awareness and the development of digital competencies 

(Barbosa, 2019). However, it is essential that technology use be combined with concrete experiences, 
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such as outdoor activities and direct contact with natural elements, to ensure affective bonding and 

sensory experience, which are indispensable in Early Childhood Education (Chawla, 2007). 

Furthermore, the participation of the school community and families in EE practices constitutes an 

important pedagogical innovation, as it expands the reach of educational actions and strengthens the 

collective construction of sustainable values. Programs that involve families in activities such as cleanup 

campaigns, toy exchange fairs, and recycling workshops contribute to integrating school, family, and 

environment (Moura, 2014). This articulation strengthens the support network for child development, 

extending the impact of environmental learning beyond the school space. 

Interdisciplinarity also emerges as a fundamental axis in innovative EE practices in Early 

Childhood Education. Environmental themes are integrated into different areas of knowledge—such as 

language, arts, mathematics, and science—enabling the construction of meanings from multiple 

perspectives. According to Soares and Barreto (2016), this approach promotes a systemic understanding 

of environmental problems and the connection between formal and everyday knowledge, essential for 

forming critical and committed environmental awareness. 

For innovative pedagogical practices to be consolidated in Early Childhood Education, continuous 

teacher training is indispensable. Many educators still feel insecure about addressing environmental 

themes, either due to lack of specific preparation or absence of adequate materials (Alves & Carvalho, 

2018). Investing in teacher training through courses, workshops, and study groups expands 

methodological repertoire and strengthens the educator’s identity as a transformative agent in EE. From 

this perspective, innovation encompasses not only classroom practices but also school management, 

collective planning, and the construction of an organizational culture oriented toward sustainability 

(Sanches, 2017). 

Among innovative practices, environmental educational games stand out for promoting learning in 

a playful and collaborative way. Games such as “trash hunt,” “environmental memory,” and “biodiversity 

puzzle” stimulate attention, logical reasoning, and cooperation among children while addressing themes 

such as recycling, fauna, flora, and natural resource conservation (Mendonça & Silva, 2020). Playfulness 

thus proves to be a strategic pedagogical resource for sparking interest and fostering the appropriation of 

environmental concepts. 

Another noteworthy practice is the use of outdoor environments and outdoor education, which 

allows children direct contact with natural elements. According to Louv (2008), experiences in nature 

contribute to developing attention, creativity, and a sense of belonging to the environment. Sensory 

gardens, school gardens, and spaces for observing insects and birds are environments that encourage 

active learning, curiosity, and appreciation of local biodiversity. Additionally, such experiences promote 

physical and emotional well-being, encouraging healthy habits and attitudes of care. 
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Building partnerships with environmental institutions, universities, and non-governmental 

organizations also has the potential to innovate EE practices. These partnerships can provide resources, 

training, and projects that enrich the curriculum and bring children closer to diverse environmental 

realities (Ferreira & Lima, 2015). Expanding dialogue between school and society reinforces the 

community dimension of environmental education, increasing child protagonism and encouraging active 

citizenship. 

It is essential to emphasize that innovative pedagogical practices for EE in Early Childhood 

Education must respect principles of cultural diversity and inclusion. Valuing traditional, indigenous, and 

local knowledge, as well as meeting the needs of children with different conditions, enriches the 

educational process and strengthens social justice in sustainability (Souza & Pacheco, 2019). 

Incorporating multiple voices and perspectives contributes to a more plural and democratic education, 

capable of forming critical and supportive individuals. 

Finally, the evaluation of innovative EE practices in Early Childhood Education should consider 

not only cognitive aspects but also changes in children’s attitudes, values, and behaviors. Qualitative tools 

such as portfolios, photographic records, observations, and narratives allow capturing the complexity of 

the educational process and the impact of interventions (Pereira, 2016). Reflective evaluation contributes 

to the continuous improvement of practices and to strengthening the commitment to sustainability. 

In light of the above, it is evident that innovative pedagogical practices for Environmental 

Education in Early Childhood Education should be diverse, integrative, and centered on children’s 

protagonism. By combining playful methodologies, educational technologies, outdoor experiences, 

interdisciplinary projects, community participation, and appreciation of diversity, it is possible to build an 

education that promotes integral and sustainable development from the earliest years of life. Pedagogical 

innovation, therefore, constitutes an indispensable path for addressing the environmental and social 

challenges of the 21st century, building a fairer, more balanced, and more conscious future.
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CAPÍTULO 1 CAPÍTULO 1 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

THE IMPORTANCE OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 

EDUCATION 

This research aimed to understand the importance of environmental education in early childhood 

education, recognizing it as an indispensable tool for the integral development of the child and for 

building a culture of sustainability, citizenship, and respect for life. Throughout the study, it became 

evident that environmental education, when introduced from the earliest years of schooling, significantly 

contributes to children’s cognitive, affective, and social development, fostering ethical values, attitudes of 

care for the environment, and strengthening the sense of belonging to nature. This approach, by 

integrating knowledge, sensitivity, and practice, proves essential for forming critical citizens committed to 

preserving the planet. 

During the course of the study, it was observed that environmental education cannot be understood 

as an isolated curricular content but as a transversal axis that should permeate all areas of knowledge and 

pedagogical practices. This perspective was reinforced by several authors consulted, such as Loureiro 

(2004), Carvalho (2008), Reigota (2017), and Gadotti (2000), who affirm that environmental education is 

a continuous, interdisciplinary, and transformative process that goes beyond the mere act of teaching 

ecological content and seeks to promote a profound change in individuals’ ways of thinking and acting. In 

early childhood education, this transformation becomes even more relevant, as it is during childhood that 

the foundations of personality, morality, and social consciousness are built. 

Chapter 1 presented the historical and conceptual foundations of environmental education, 

contextualizing its origin in the global and national scenario. From the Industrial Revolution and major 

environmental disasters of the 20th century emerged movements and conferences that marked the 

beginning of global concern for the environment, culminating in the formulation of public policies and 

legislation aimed at sustainability. In this context, the Stockholm Conference (1972), the Belgrade Charter 

(1975), the Tbilisi Conference (1977), and Eco-92 were important milestones that consolidated the role of 

environmental education as an instrument of awareness and social transformation. In Brazil, the 

institutionalization of environmental education through Law No. 9.795/1999, along with the guidelines of 

the LDB No. 9.394/1996 and the BNCC (2018), represented significant progress in integrating 

environmental themes into educational processes, reinforcing the country’s commitment to sustainability. 

Chapter 2 discussed early childhood education and its contemporary challenges, presenting it as 

the first stage of basic education and the primary space for developing human potential. At this stage, the 

child learns through curiosity, play, and experimentation, making the school environment fertile ground 

for awakening ecological awareness. Authors such as Vygotsky (1998), Piaget (1978), and Wallon (1941) 

emphasize that child development occurs through interaction with the environment and with others, 

reinforcing the importance of concrete and affective experiences involving nature. Early childhood 

education, therefore, plays an essential role in building affective and ethical bonds between the child and 

the environment, with the educator acting as the mediator of this process of discovery and sensitization. 
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Chapter 3 constituted the core of the study, analyzing the practical application of environmental 

education in early childhood education. Methodologies, strategies, and experiences were discussed to 

demonstrate how sustainability can be addressed in a playful, interdisciplinary, and meaningful way. 

Playfulness was highlighted as a fundamental element in the learning process, as play enables the child to 

understand the world, express emotions, and construct knowledge. Through activities such as school 

gardens, storytelling, cooperative games, and recycling projects, children not only learn environmental 

concepts but also experience attitudes of solidarity, empathy, and respect. This concrete experience of 

learning by doing differentiates environmental education from other pedagogical practices, as it involves 

the child integrally—body, mind, and emotion—promoting learning with meaning and purpose. 

Chapter 4 presented the impacts and benefits of environmental education in childhood, based on 

recent research and studies that demonstrate its effectiveness. Results showed that environmental 

practices contribute to cognitive development by stimulating observation, scientific curiosity, and critical 

thinking; to affective development by promoting care for nature and valuing life; and to social 

development by strengthening cooperation, dialogue, and respect for differences. Furthermore, 

environmental education proved capable of awakening a sense of belonging and responsibility, forming 

individuals more aware of their role in the environment in which they live. Studies such as those by 

Ardoin et al. (2020), Davis et al. (2023), and Prins et al. (2022) reinforce that children who experience 

meaningful interactions with nature tend to develop greater environmental empathy and lasting pro-

ecological attitudes. 

Chapter 5 addressed the challenges and future perspectives of environmental education in early 

childhood education, recognizing that despite theoretical and legal advances, there are still obstacles that 

hinder its consolidation in pedagogical practices. Among these challenges are insufficient teacher training 

in environmental education, scarcity of teaching resources and green spaces in schools, and lack of 

continuity in environmental education actions within public policies. Many educators still view the theme 

as secondary, restricted to commemorative dates or occasional projects. However, the effective 

implementation of environmental education requires institutional commitment, ongoing training, and 

curricular integration. To overcome these limitations, it is necessary to invest in teacher training, expand 

dialogue among school, family, and community, and develop projects involving real sustainability 

practices. Schools should serve as spaces of example and transformation, adopting ecological attitudes in 

their routines, such as water and energy conservation, conscious use of materials, and proper waste 

management. 

Throughout this research, it became evident that environmental education in early childhood 

education represents a fundamental instrument for social and cultural transformation, as it forms children 

who are critical, reflective, and aware that their actions impact the world. Learning that involves 
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affectivity, play, and care awakens feelings of empathy and belonging, essential for building a solid 

environmental ethic. In this sense, educating for the environment means educating for life, coexistence, 

solidarity, and respect for diversity. 

The analyses also showed that the success of environmental education depends on collective 

engagement—of educators, educational institutions, families, and public policies. The educator, by 

adopting environmentally responsible pedagogical practices, becomes a multiplying agent of knowledge 

and example. Families, in turn, reinforce the values learned at school, creating an environment of 

continuity and coherence in children’s formation. Public policies must guarantee material and formative 

conditions so that environmental education ceases to be a theoretical ideal and becomes an everyday 

reality. 

Thus, it is concluded that environmental education in early childhood education is not merely a 

subject or a transversal theme but a formative principle capable of transforming how new generations 

relate to the planet. It teaches that respect for life, in all its forms, is the foundation of sustainability and 

citizenship. Through it, the child learns that the environment is not something external but an integral part 

of their own existence. In this way, the school assumes an essential role in forming ecological subjects, 

aware of their responsibility and prepared to face future challenges with sensitivity, creativity, and ethical 

commitment. 

Therefore, the main contribution of this study was to demonstrate that investing in environmental 

education from childhood is investing in the future of humanity. Environmental education is a seed 

planted in the minds and hearts of children, which germinates into conscious attitudes, respect for nature, 

and collective actions for a more balanced and just world. This is the foundation for building a sustainable 

society, where development aligns with preservation and progress harmonizes with life. The challenge for 

educational institutions is to transform environmental education into a constant practice, experienced 

daily, so that new generations grow not only with knowledge but with wisdom, empathy, and 

environmental responsibility.
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