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Overview

China’s monumental environmental crises are no longer news, as they have stimulated headlines in the world press for two decades, scores of scientific studies and reports, attention of global governmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and delicate diplomatic negotiations with global powers.  Much less reported on are the attempts within the Chinese state system to learn from the mistakes of the past and to socialize the current and future generation of Chinese into environmental awareness, knowledge, and appropriate behavior towards the environment.


The objective of this paper is to make a preliminary assessment of Chinese efforts in environmental education to the present.  We begin by briefly describing the framework of environmental education as developed in European and North American states since the 1960s.  We then ask the extent to which environmental education is incorporated into the formal K-12 plus university education system, the role of NGOs in shaping public awareness and knowledge, as well as behavior, the role of the media in shaping public awareness and knowledge, and the role of regime socialization.  The paper concludes with research questions that need to be addressed in comparing Chinese environmental education to that in economically developed countries.

Environmental Education as a Field of Study

Although the term “environmental education” had been used in the United Kingdom in the mid-1960s, the first definition of the concept was the product of the “International Working Meeting on Environmental Education in the School Curriculum” held in Nevada, U.S. in 1970.  The co-sponsors of the event were UNESCO and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN; the name has since been changed to the World Conservation Society or WCS).  The definition, still in use in 2009, was adopted by the meeting participants:

Environmental education is the process of recognizing values and clarifying concepts in


order to develop skills and attitudes necessary to understand and appreciate the inter-


relatedness among man, his culture, and his biophysical surroundings.  Environmental


education also entails practice in decision-making and self-formulation of a code of


behavior about issues concerning environmental quality.


A U.S. national response to this working meeting was the National Environmental Education Act of 1970, which led to the creation of an Office of Environmental Education in the US Department of Health, Education and Welfare, and the funding of a small grant program.  This act was funded only from 1971 to 1975.  Although it was not reauthorized in 1981, it was a stimulus for state and local government environmental education programs and those of private sector organizations, including development of curricula, teacher guides, textual materials, and plans.  


In the 1970s, a number of conferences were held on environmental education, which raised the profile of this new subject.  The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (called the Stockholm conference) held in 1972 led to the establishment of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP); it also endorsed the need for environmental education, and the new UNEP in association with UNESCO founded an international environmental education program in 1975.
  Of greater significance was UNESCO’s call for the first inter-governmental conference on environmental education, held in Tbilisi, Georgia, USSR, in 1977.  The Tbilisi recommendations noted that environmental education was a life-long process, inter-disciplinary, holistic, focused on inter-relationships and interconnectedness between human and natural systems, and directed toward construction of an environmental ethic.


The Tbilisi goals of environmental education reflected what has become the mainstream orientation toward the objectives of environmental education:
1) To foster clear awareness of, and concern about, economic, social, political and ecological inter-dependence in urban and rural areas;
2) To provide every person with opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment and skills needed to protect and improve the environment; and
3) To create new patterns of behavior of individuals, groups, and society as a whole, towards the environment.

Later international conferences both consolidated and enlarged the mission of environmental education.  The publication of the Brundtland Report, Our Common Future, in 1987 made the sustainable development concept a key point in environmental education.  The 1992 UN Conference on Environment and Development at Rio set out Agenda 21, a global program outlining what nations should do to attain sustainable development.  At each of these conferences and the most recent, 2002 Johannesburg summit, environmental education was emphasized.

The focus of these early activities was on formal education, and liberal, post-industrial societies were quick to embed environmental education in national curricula.  One of the leaders in this respect was the United Kingdom.  By the late 1980s, environmental education had become an officially recognized cross-curricular theme of the National Curriculum for Schools in England.
  Curricular goals (found in the nation’s model curriculum) emphasized scientific knowledge of environmental issues as well as appropriate values and attitudes and also skills.
In the United States, renewed concerns for environmental quality led to legislation requiring the US Environmental Protection Agency to begin implementation of a new National Environmental Education Act in 1990.  EPA established an Office of Environmental Education, and it is the federal focus for furtherance of environmental education, primarily through granting funds to state and local activities advancing environmental education.  Perhaps of greater importance in the evolution of environmental education in the U.S. was formation in 1971 of the National Association for Environmental Education, representing academics and practitioners from the entire North American continent, and it has consistently sought development of rigorous professional standards for the field.

Thus, well before the close of the twentieth century, based on a series of international meetings and the efforts of NGOs (IUCN, WWF), the UN and its educational organ UNESCO, and educators, the concept and practice of environmental education had moved into the mainstream.  Indeed, Palmer notes that environmental education is “perhaps unique in the history of world education in terms of its speed of progress as a term.”
  As we note below, the process of developing programs of environmental education in China was slower, and to date, informal, non-governmental forces have been more important than the formal school system.
Formal Environmental Education in China’s K-12 School and University System  

In China, formal environmental education began at the college/university level and then worked its way into the K-12 school system.  From 1973 to 1978, four universities began to institute courses in environmental studies, including Beijing University, Beijing Engineering University, Zhongshan University and Tongji University.  By 1995, 79 higher education institutions had become involved in 15 different programs for undergraduate students; some 107 centers offered masters’ and 38 institutes offered doctoral programs in environmental fields.  The focus of these programs was fields of science, engineering, agriculture, medicine and education.  It was not until the late 1980s, however, that higher education institutions spread concern for development of environmental awareness to the social sciences, humanities, and applied fields.


The first conference on environmental education for K-12 schools was not held until 1979, and it was sponsored by the Chinese Association of Environmental Science.  It recommended environmental education programs at both primary and secondary levels.  Some trial programs were run, and a 1985 meeting sponsored by the State Environmental Bureau and State Education Commission recommended sharing experiences of the trial projects nationwide.  In 1991, the State Education Commission determined that environmental education would become an elective course, and that extra-curricular activities would be sponsored for students in secondary schools; two years later, the commission required that contents of environmental education be added to teaching materials in compulsory education (then grades K-9).

A national working group on environmental education met in Su Zhou in 1992, which represents an important juncture in treatment of the subject.  The definition of the time reflects the constrained approach to environmental education:  “Environmental science cognition permeating into art, arithmetic, language and games in kindergarten; and into biology, geography, chemistry and physiological hygiene of primary and secondary curricula.”
  This meeting established four directions for environmental education:

1) Strengthening of the public’s environmental consciousness and awareness via social 
education, 2) Provision of technical and managerial expertise for environmental 
protection via professional education, 3) Upgrading the quality of environmental


protection workers through the training of cadres, and 4) Fostering environmental


consciousness within children and adolescents by implementing environmental 


education in kindergarten, primary and secondary schools.


For the next decade, environmental education at the compulsory education stage meant that different subjects, such as mathematics, social studies, and science were infused with environmental content.  Nature study (ziran) was the core subject at the elementary school level, with a concentration on basic knowledge of plants and animals, food chains, air/water/soil, and biology, physics, and chemistry.  At the secondary level, the education program was more systematic and comprehensive in that it explicitly sought to imbue in students an environmental awareness, and engaged them in investigating environmental problems.


It was not until the twenty-first century, in 2001, that the Chinese state established a model (adopted from Japan) for environmental education.  This entailed the development of guidance documents and guidelines by the Ministry of Education for the content and activities of environmental education from grades 1 through 12.  These guidelines were activated in 2003, and represent, in the view of Chinese environmental educators, a unified curriculum.
  The national curriculum allows space for elements provided by provincial and local education bureaus.  Within the curriculum, there are a variety of lesson plan emphases including points on programs to preserve and protect the environment.  Such points are connected with extra-curricular activities, for example moral education projects appropriate for Young Pioneers.


Formalized education for teachers began in 1997-98 and progressed rhapsodically.  The first environmental education center was established at Beijing Normal University in the 1990s, funded by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF).  Its mandate was to conduct research and assist in teacher education, but to the present no required courses have been required for teachers of environmental education subjects.  In the last decade, some 20 other universities have developed environmental education centers.  While environmental education courses are popular in continuing education and science departments, to the present most teachers are educated through relevant departments.

In general, as compared to the economically developed countries, China is at the developmental stage of its formal environmental education effort.  Significantly, NGOs have played a critical role in this effort, a subject to which we now turn.
Environmental NGOs and Environmental Education


The phenomenon of environmentalism and its accompanying NGOs developed some 20 years later in China than in the economically developed nations, both because of differences in economic conditions and the continued monopolization of power by the Chinese Communist Party.  Nevertheless, in 2009, China does have an array of environmental NGOs.
  In 2006 we estimated that there were between 40 and 50 national NGOs, situated in Beijing; about 120 college student environmental NGOs; approximately 35 international NGOs operating in different regions of China; nearly 350 government-organized NGOs (called GONGOs); and thousands of grassroots NGOs, most of which formed in opposition to what are called LULUs (locally-unwanted-land uses).
  We give examples of one international NGO, WWF; two national-level NGOs, Friends of Nature (FON) and Global Village Beijing (GVB); and one GONGO.


The World Wide Fund for Nature has been involved in conservation activities in China for more than 25 years, but its Beijing office was not established until 1996.  Most if its earlier work was coordinated from Hong Kong.  Today it is China’s second largest international NGO (following The Nature Conservancy [TNC]), with an office staff of two dozen and a budget approaching an half-million USD.  It began work in China in 1979 by assisting the government in the establishment of the Wolong Giant Panda Reserve, and the panda is WWF’s logo in China.  Today it has programs in preservation of rare, threatened, and endangered species, protection of wetlands and water resources, restoration and protection of forests, climate change and energy, and monitoring the illegal trade in wildlife.


WWF has had one of the earliest NGO programs in “education for sustainable development.”  It has developed programs in community empowerment and citizen participation in sustainable resource management in western China, which incorporates a grassroots approach.  However, this NGO is most known for its formal educational programs.  In 1997 it coordinated an environmental educators’ initiative with the Ministry of Education and British Petroleum (BP), to popularize sustainable development in primary and secondary schools.  This ten-year project covered 23 provinces, with pilot projects in 119 schools, reaching some 5 million primary and secondary school students.  It was the sponsor of the environmental education center at Beijing Normal University, and more recently assisted establishment of an additional 20 such centers.  The reach of these centers extended to 160 college and university faculty and more than 5,000 provincial and municipal teaching and research staff, primary and secondary school principals and teachers.


The second example is Friends of Nature (FON), the best-known of China’s indigenous environmental NGOs.  FON was established by Liang Congjie, a former history professor, member of the Chinese Political Consultative Conference, and grandson of the early Republican China luminary Liang Qichao.  It has the largest membership of national-level NGOs, at several thousand.  Its projects include publicizing and seeking remedies for solid waste pollution, water quality and sufficiency issues, and endangered species problems.  In fact, one of its earliest successes was drawing attention to the endangered status of the snub-nosed monkey, and convincing government authorities to establish a protected area for it in Yunnan province.
   

The main activity of FON, however, is environmental education.  It publishes a monthly newsletter that reaches 4 to 5,000 subscribers. Since 1995 it has operated a mobile environmental education van outside Beijing.  It operates three-day summer camps for groups of children, with an emphasis on those from poor regions.  It visits schools in the Beijing vicinity, and sponsors day-long programs familiarizing students with local wildlife.  Finally, it has held conferences for teachers, with invited environmental specialists.  Its objectives incorporate the standards of environmental education:  development of basic environmental knowledge, establishing emotional connections between students and nature, and stimulating behavioral change.


The third example is the Global Village of Beijing (GVB), established in 1996 by environmental activist Liao Xiaoyi.  Like a few other Beijing-based NGOs, GVB has an active environmental education program.  In its relatively brief history, it has hosted a weekly television show on Central Chinese Television and piloted programs on “green lifestyles,” including a back-to-nature training base near Beijing.
  In recent years it has expanded its cooperation with foreign business corporations such as ExxonMobil and Total, which have funded its work in education on endangered species and climate change.  Too, it has presented programs to a few schools.  Because of the connections of its founder, it has been able to create alliances for the celebration of world environment day.  Like most national environmental NGOs, it has worked cooperatively with the Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP), for instance by helping train NGO staff in environmental education.
 

Our final example is the China Environmental Protection Foundation (CEPF), a GONGO formed in 1993.  CEPF was the first non-profit NGO foundation pursuing environmental protection in China.  Its founding director is Qu Geping, former administrator of the National Environmental Policy Administration (NEPA, a predecessor of the MEP) and director of the Natural Resource Conservation Committee of the National People’s Congress.  Qu won the UN’s US $100,000 environmental prize in 1992 for his leadership in environmental protection work, and he donated the entire award to CEPF’s establishment.


A major activity of CEPF is environmental education, and since 2005 it has granted China Wildlife Conservation Awards to organizations and individuals who have made outstanding contributions to species and ecosystem protection.  Recently, CEPF has partnered with the international NGO WildAid in selecting awardees and publicizing their contributions.

There has been a growth market for studies of environmental NGOs in the last decade, outpacing the change in national NGOs themselves.  One of our respondents remarked:


Just a few new organizations have formed lately, in the climate change area.  There’s


not been much change in older groups such as TNC and WWF.  I think the movement


has reached a plateau, and there has not been any forward movement.  But the


government has been more receptive.  One change is that after the Sichuan earthquake


of 2008, volunteerism has gotten a boost, and the government hasn’t blocked creation


of new grassroots relief organizations.

No systematic analyses have been conducted of the effectiveness of the NGOs’ environmental education programs.  It is the case, however, that several, particularly those with international funding and connections, have prompted government planning and action in the establishment of formal education programs.
The Media and Environmental Education

The NGOs we have described all engage in environmental education; they tend to emphasize less controversial environmental problems such as endangered and threatened species and ecosystems, deforestation and desertification, and more recently, climate change.  The media are critical to this effort.  There are congenial relations between the Beijing-based and national NGOs and China’s media.  The print media carry daily stories about biodiversity loss, pollution, and other environmental problems.  Yang emphasizes the “homologous relationships” that environmental NGOs have with the media, as they share “structurally similar” positions.


Yet China remains a Leninist state, and the party constrains what appears in the press, on TV, and radio, and most recently has restricted foreign and unapproved content in the blogsphere.  Moreover, on large environmental issues such as hydropower development, proponents of development are likely to be closely allied to powerful ministries and may have personal relationships with them, insuring favorable reportage (if any news is published at all).  Finally, some environmental issues, such as safety of nuclear power plants, are entirely off the table.


Of course, most environmental concerns are less sensitive than issues such as labor protests and human rights, and for this reason journalists and broadcasters report on the environment frequently.  China’s large media groups provide many channels to spread information.  In the early twentieth-first century, China has 2,200 newspapers, 8,135 magazines, 1,210 broadcasting stations, 1,000 TV stations, and 2,400 cable networks.
  Not all report on environmental problems, but some, such as China Environmental News, have been in business for 25 years.  We consider TV, the Internet, and then give examples of two print media with good coverage of environmental issues.

The central television station has produced several programs on the environment.  In 1997, CCTV started a 15-minute weekly program called “Time for the Environment.”  The most recent and popular, “News Investigation,” an hour-long weekly program, conducts in-depth investigation of environmental issues.  Television and radio broadcasters, however, lack specialized expertise on environmental issues.  A second popular program in recent years is “Humans and Nature,” which features unusual ecosystems and rare, threatened and endangered species.  In a 2001 opinion survey, some 79 percent of respondents indicated that television and radio were the primary source of news on environmental issues; publicity produced by the government (regime socialization) was a second source, 42 percent of respondents.


More Chinese are now connected to the Internet than in any other country of the world, and the Internet has a number of blogs that focus on environmental issues, but this usage is supervised.  In recent years, environmental protesters have used the Internet (as well as cell phones and text messaging) to communicate information about environmental issues.


The oldest medium and that providing most comprehensive coverage of environmental issues, with the greatest educational potential, is print journalism.  The first environmental newspaper, China Environmental News (Huanbao) was founded in 1984 and sponsored by the state environmental administration.  Today this daily still receives much of its content from the Ministry of Environmental Protection.  It is the largest environmental newspaper with a circulation of 200,000.
  A second daily newspaper, China Green Times, is sponsored by the State Forestry Administration.  It has a circulation greater than 20,000.


Several newsmagazines also specialize in environmental news, for example, the China Environmental Magazine.  All media in China need a sponsor (called popo[mother-in-law]), and the magazine’s sponsor is the MEP too.
  Its target audience resembles that of the Huanbao (China Environmental News)—professionals working in environmental areas including scientists, scholars, and interested college-educated adults.  The environmental ministry is the source for about 10 percent of the magazine’s news; it also provides instructions on where to place news (on the front page or embedded within the magazine).  The source of most news is specialists, scientists, and academic institute personnel.  Commenting on the constraints operating on journalism today, an editor remarked:


The common people and the government do agree on most things.  It’s not that different

from the U.S.—You don’t criticize your boss.  We can criticize the central government


and the provincial and local governments, but we don’t criticize the ministry.  But our


magazine is not a very critical one.  Part of a long article may be critical, and there’s no


problem with that.


Today China probably has fewer than two dozen journalists with specialized backgrounds in the environmental sciences.  The largest daily newspaper, People’s Daily, has a culture section in which environmental news is printed.  Its reporters write reports based on what Chinese experts have to say concerning environmental problems.  In fact, most reporters gain their knowledge about issues through on-the-job training.

A final example is China Daily, a newspaper printed in English and regarded as one of the best sources of environmental news in China.  This daily began publication in 1981 and is under the supervision of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ communication (propaganda) office.  Its circulation in China is larger than 300,000, and it has an overseas edition, directed primarily at the American market.  The audience is foreign tourists, employees of multinational companies in China, and high income Chinese literate in English.


We questioned one of the longest-serving environmental reporters about how she gathered information to write stories.  Her first source was government ministries.  Each ministry’s communication office maintains a contact list of journalists, whom it calls with the time and place of news conferences.  Ministry officials decide whether or not they will answer questions, and whether their comments can be attributed.  She regularly attends conferences of the state climate administration, the forestry and oceans administrations, and the MEP.  Often she gathers information from the super-planning agency (the National Development and Reform Commission), the Ministry of Science and Technology, and energy institutes.  Because China Daily is published in English and has a relatively small circulation, it rarely gets scoops from government officials.  Typically, these go to the New China News Agency (Xinhua).


A second source of information is expert opinion, and the newspaper has a stable of 50-60 scientists working in environmental issue areas whom it can query.  A third is NGOs in the Beijing area, such as Friends of Nature, WWF, TNC, NRDC, CI, IUCN and even Greenpeace.  The MEP had sponsored an association of journalists covering environmental issues, as part of the government’s policy of friendliness regarding reporting on environmental problems.  After the Songhua chemical spill, however, the new minister held few press conferences, and ministry personnel referred reporters to the ministry’s website for news releases—a focus on public relations instead of information dissemination that angered journalists.  In the last year, Beijing environmental journalists have formed a climate change reporting club to train reporters on this important issue.

Clearly, the Chinese media today play a very important role in disseminating information on the environment, which is broadly educational.  We lack a sufficient number of systematic public opinion surveys to determine the importance of the media role in educating the public on environmental issues and crises, as compared to formal socialization through the schools.  Survey research on environmental issues in China began only in 1990, and one can only make preliminary observations on changes in attitudes and knowledge.  It is clear that awareness of environmental problems is growing, with problems such as sufficiency of clean drinking water, pollution of air, water and land, and biodiversity loss among those attracting most attention.  Awareness varies by region (rural versus urban) and expresses the not-in-my-backyard (NIMBY) phenomenon:  people are more likely to be aware if they have direct experience of an environmental problem.  Second, most respondents assign a lower priority to environmental problems than to other issues such as unemployment, overcrowding, and educational quality (with the exception of young people).  Moreover, most people are unwilling to make the trade-offs necessary to improve environmental conditions, by, for example, slowing economic growth.

Regime Socialization in Environmental Education

Education in the K-12 and university system in China is a core function of the state; little private school education is available.  NGOs in China operate with the permission of the state, as do the media.  The GONGOs are direct creatures of the state, and the largest environmental newspapers and newsmagazines are affiliated with state ministries.  Television in China is a public monopoly.  In addition to these state efforts, China also influences environmental education informally through Centers for Environmental Education and Communication (CEEC) within the national Ministry of Environmental Protection (and provincial and local environmental protection bureaus).  The ministry established the CEEC in 1996, with three departments:  publicity, education, and audio-visual publications.  Under the publicity department is lodged the China Environment and Sustainable Development Reference and Research Center.


In the period 1997-2001, CEEC engaged in these activities:
· National school students’ environmental protection competition

· Green Ribbon of the Earth—the GLOBE project in China

· Making media greener

· Outdoor advertisements on environmental protection

· Mobil-China Environmental Education Fund, devoted to promoting environmental protection in China

· The Business Environment Learning Leadership program, training qualified senior managers for sustainable development

· Green offices—a recycling plan for government offices

· National in-service training for administrators of environmental protection bureaus

· The Green Schools program

· The tripartite (China-Japan-Korea) Environmental Education Network (TEEN)

· Documentary for internal reference, “Environmental prote4ction:  An arduous and long-term task”

· Documentary for internal reference:  “Warnings of ecological problems in China”

· Television lectures for remote environmental training

· Training for national auditors of the IEO 114000 environmental management system.


CEEC officers take headcounts of participation in these activities.  Notably, by mid-2009, some 30,000 elementary and secondary schools had attained the designation “Green School.”  However, substantive evaluation of the programs and activities has not yet been done. 
Conclusions and Questions

China has made considerable progress in environmental education in the last two decades, yet it still lags several decades behind post-industrial nations.  The trajectory of change in China is also different from that in the West.  Obviously, external agencies of change, such as international government organizations and NGOs have played a more important role in the diffusion of the concepts of environmental education than they have in economically developed nation-states.  The media are increasingly important change agents, but as noted they do not have the access to environmental events and crises that media do in countries with autonomous civil societies; and in an authoritarian polity, highly controversial environmental events may not enter the information stream at all.


The formal process of environmental education in China is still at a rudimentary stage.  For this reason, perhaps, controversies about schooling in environmental knowledge and behavior have yet to appear.  In economically developed states, environmental education has been relentlessly criticized on two grounds:  lack of scientific content and accuracy in the formal curriculum and advocacy of behavioral changes thought to be objectionable ideologically.
  The advantage of late-developing states is that, based on criticism of programs in pioneering states they can internalize these critiques in their development processes.


This study is a preliminary report on a large and complex topic.  Our initial research indicates several areas where further research is needed:

· Identification of the quality of scientific expertise contributing to curricular design in both K-12 and college/university environmental education programs;
· Analysis of the comprehensiveness of environmental issues and problems, and eco-system changes, which are incorporated in the curriculum;
· Examination of the quantity and quality of training provided teachers of the curriculum at all levels, and the incentives provided them by the state;

· Understanding of the values embedded within the curriculum and the extent to which they reflect those of the leadership of the state, scientists, and globally convergent goals of sustainable development;

· Linkages from central through provincial (and autonomous region) to local education bureaus and resource allocation patterns;

· Connections between the formal and informal agencies of educational change and changes in their importance over time;

· Different ways of measuring change in a vast territory with a diverse population;

· The potential consequences for China’s environmental security if elites and the broader public lack awareness and knowledge of environmental change; and

· The applicability of western models of educational development in non-western contexts;
· Analysis of the concept of a “Chinese model of environmental education,” traced to Confucianism or other environmental ethics.

Indeed, this preliminary report raises as many questions as it answers.
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