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LANGUAGE LEARNING AND ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION

Review by
Phyllis G L Chew

TRODUCTION

In recent years, the need for environmental education has been felt in many quarters, and many
hools in both developed and developing countries have incorporated such a component in their

yllabuses. Singapore is no exception. Recently, a sourcebook on environmental education in secondary
schools was published by the Ministry of Education (Curriculum Planning Division 1994). This book

ovided an overview of the scope of environmental education in the formal and informal curriculum of 
e schools in Singapore. 

What is not so well known however is that interest in environmental education is not just being 
promoted by the geography or science departments nor is it only of relevance to their curricula. It is now
becoming an area of growing interest among language teachers. Such an interest can be seen in the
formationof global education interest sections in their professional language teachers' organizations, such
as (the Japan Association of Language Teachers) and (International Association for
Teachers of English as a Foreign Language). Global issues and causes are also being established in many

as well as Masters degree courses. In Singapore, environmental themes have been included 
the English coursehooks at primary and secondary levels. A workshop on environmental education in

English instruction was organized by the Singapore Teacher's Union in 1994. It is now timely therefore 
review the emergence of environmental education in language teaching and learning, as well as

methodological and pedagogical implications.

Efforts towards educating students about the environment and involving them in activities to
nature are classified as "environmental education", an area which falls under the broader
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category of "global education". In the past twenty years, environmental education has
response to the realization that in many ways, for better or worse, the world is becoming 
interconnected and interdependent and is at the same time, threatened by a number of crisis such
spoilation of rain-forests, the thinning of the ozone layer, acid rain, nuclear waste disposal,
exponential population growth.

That language teaching professionals should have taken to environmental education so
not unusual. As Wilga Rivers puts it: "As language teachers we are the most
teachers all subjects are ours. Whatever (the students) want to communicate about, whatever
to read about, is our subject matter." Not surprisingly, the last two decades have seen language 
preoccupied with "global" issues such as cross-cultural awareness training. "Women in TEFL"
active in countering deep-seated and often unconscious prejudice on gender discrimination. 
theory has been calling into question the ideology underlying the spread of English, asking questions 
as "who does the teaching of international English ultimately benefit?" And the movement
project work and involvement of learners with the community outside the classroom chimes well
global perspective.

Incorporatingenvironmental education as incorporating all the issues mentioned above)
the language syllabus is part of an aim to close the gulf between real life and classroom activity.
is a need to examine how language teaching connects with the work outside the classroom walls.
has so been a separation of English language teaching the mainstream of educational ideas;
lack of content as a subject matter. By making global issues a core of TESL and TEFL programs, the
problem may be solved.

LANGUAGE TEACHING MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY

Increasingly, we see content about the environment included in language materials
Avila, Morales, and Velasco, 1993; Chandrasegaranand 1993; Brown, 1991. Most language
lessons are planned in such a way so as to raise awareness of the problems, causes and the possible
solutions to the problems concerned 1992). Skills needed and taught through such materials are
communication critical and creative thinking, empathy, cooperative problem solving, non-violent
conflict resolution and informed decision Language and practice is therefore le
obtained indirectly through a contextual discussion of a global issue of immediate concern to all the 
participants.

An interactive task-based integrative text for language learning is Stempleski's (1993) 
the Environment. Here, an all-skills focus is chosen as a means of learning English. This
using an accompanying video to act as a stimulus for a variety of viewing articles (including predicting,
getting the main idea, listening for details, doing listening cloze passages and notetaking)
(focussing on vocabulary development through word word games and getting the meaning
the context) and (eg. debates, conducting classroom surveys, brainstorming, reading
assignments). The value of such a text is that it not only stimulates use of language by usi
video, but also students to go beyond the pages of their textbook to use English as a
to talk about an important global concern.

Jacobs (1993, 1995) argued that in addition to including content about the environment,
language teacher should also consider the used in teaching that content. He pointed
certain "pedagogical elements" lend themselves more to the integration of environmental
language instruction. Summarized in the table below, these issues are1)
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the communities where students live, 3) curricular integration, 4) thinking skills, 5) teachers as models
for students in common activities, and 6) cooperative learning. 

Six issues related to sound practice and sound pedagogy 1993):

PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS 

A case is therefore made that environmental education supports the emerging alternative view, 
which has already been adopted by recent language approaches such as the task-based approach, the
functional approach, the communicative approach as well as the process approach towards writing. Some

e pedagogical implications following from these are: 

1. Lessons should be cooperative in nature, preferably involving pair or group work, as these teach
collaborative rather than competitive skills. 

Teachers should use a variety of activities and methodologies to suit different learners since this
a recognition of diversity not only among students but in nature.

3. Lessons should be theme-based and the curriculum integrated in nature since this 
students to relate school learning to their own lives and to be linked with the communities where 
they live. 

. Lessons should promote since these enable students to see connections, to think
deeply and to put their ideas into action. 
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Focus on the Product
and the Short-term

Joined with Nature and
Students, respectively 

6. A Competitive 
Atmosphere Prevails 



5 . Language should he taught by emphasising process rather than product since this not only
students intrinsic motivation but also cultivates a long-term rather than a short-term
in students.

6. Teachers themselves will have to serve as "models" for students. They have to practise what
preach. may mean being 'environmentally conscious' about the printing of handouts o
sides, and switching off lights when not in use, for example. 

While the worldwide environmental crisis continues to worsen, this situation 
motivates more and more language practitioners to join in the movement. As a result, we
increasing integration of environmental education in all aspects of the curriculum, including 
education. Today, language materials are increasingly featuring units on the environment, along 
other global concerns. Learning a language is after all entirely in concord learning how to
oneself on issues which concerns all humanity. Language learning is increasingly perceived as 
to communicate on issues that matter and are of common interest to one and all.
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