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INTRODUCTION

The dynamic economic development and civilization 
progress observed in recent decades in many countries 
undoubtedly contributes to improving the quality of 
life of their residents. Technological achievements, 
development of modes of transport and communica-
tion, the increasing popularity of the internet greatly 
simplify our lives, improve everyday tasks and even 
suggest how to take care of health. Unfortunately, the 
actions and processes that support this ever-grow-
ing welfare are, directly or indirectly, the cause of 
a number of problems and threats, among which 

there are, among others, water and air pollution, acid 
rains, greenhouse effect, soil degradation and finally 
a gigantic increase in municipal and post-production 
waste. The awareness of these threats and the vision of 
ecological disaster forces governments and numerous 
organizations (including global ones) to take up vari-
ous pro-ecological activities carried out in the form 
of remedial programs and implementation of relevant 
regulations. A very important element increasing the 
effectiveness of these activities is shaping ecological 
awareness and dissemination of desirable attitudes 
and behaviours favouring the protection of the natural 
environment. Ecological education has an extremely 
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important role in this process. It starts already in kin-
dergarten and primary classes. Pro-ecological values 
and models acquired by children during school edu-
cation should evolve into specific and desirable at-
titudes and behaviours of people completing the stage 
of obligatory education. The aim of the study is there-
fore to present the pro-ecological attitudes of people 
who study at the Faculty of Economic Sciences of the 
Warsaw University of Life Sciences – SGGW.

THE CONCEPT AND THE ESSENCE 
OF ECOLOGICAL EDUCATION

The term “ecology” was introduced to science and 
literature in the 1860s by the German zoologist Ernst 
Heackel and comes from the Greek words: oikos, 
which means home, place of life, and logos – word, 
science (Haeckel, 1866; Egerton, 2013; Terlecka, 
2014). Literally, therefore, the term means the sci-
ence of the place of life of organisms (environment) 
(Friederichs, 1958; Budniak, 2009) or the department 
of biology examining the relationship of external con-
ditions with the life of organisms (Budniak, 2014). In 
a more detailed way, the concept of ecology is defined 
by Houszka (2014), who claims that it is a science in-
volving interactions between individuals of the same 
species, different species, as well as living organisms 
and abiotic factors in the environment. The domain 
of ecology is therefore the interaction between living 
organisms and the surrounding environment.

The priority factor shaping ecological awareness, 
pro-ecological attitudes and behaviours is ecological 
(also known as natural, environmental1) education, 
which should be understood as a concept of educa-
tion and upbringing in the spirit of respect for the 
natural environment and shaping attitudes and views 
of the society towards the surrounding world. It con-
cerns the awakening of sensitivity to environmental 
problems, searching for causes and predicting the ef-

fects of phenomena leading to the degradation of the 
natural environment (Tuszyńska, 2006).

Parczewska (2009) presents a slightly more exten-
sive and insightful definition of the term ecological 
education. Such education includes:
− providing information on the environment, its 

functioning, phenomena occurring in it and gen-
erally understood problems related to its degrada-
tion;

− influence on the emotional sphere of the child, 
sensitization to the beauty of nature, shaping pro-
ecological attitudes;

− triggering environmental and eco-development 
activities.
It is worth noting that in ecological education, the 

natural environment can be both an object, a tool, as 
well as a beneficiary of educational activities. The 
following elements can be distinguished in ecologi-
cal education (Żeber-Dzikowska, 2016):
− education in the environment – the environment is 

used as a source of knowledge and development 
of the child’s versatile abilities;

− education about the environment – transferring 
knowledge about the local and global environ-
ment and relationships between them, which aims 
to facilitate the understanding of the principles of 
the coexistence of the natural world and the hu-
man world; education about the environment is 
also aimed at shaping the skills of integrated rec-
ognition of the socio-natural environment;

− education for the environment – shaping the full 
care of the approach to the environment and in-
stilling such values, so that everyone can feel re-
sponsible for his actions in the natural world.
Ecological education is therefore an element of 

upbringing, where a positive and responsible attitude 
to nature should become a permanent component of 
the value system (Strumińska-Doktór, 2007). This 
education cannot be limited only to the transfer of 

4 In the scientific literature are significant discrepancies in terms of the concepts used – there are, inter alia, ecological, en-
vironmental and sozological education. The problem was discussed in detail by Dołęga (2003) or Domeracki and Tyburski 
(2011). Moreover, the following terms are less frequently used: education about the natural environment (Sander, 2007) 
and pro-ecological education (Sander, 2008). It is worth mentioning that in the National Strategy of Ecological Education, 
developed in 2002 by the Ministry of the Environment, due to inaccuracies in the field of terminology, the concepts of 
ecological education and environmental education are used interchangeably.
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knowledge, but should also include raising and shap-
ing pro-ecological attitudes (Kiełczewski, 2001), 
which are conditioned by ecological awareness and 
result in appropriate behaviour.

Ecological awareness (in a rather broad sense) can 
be defined as the totality of ideas, values and opin-
ions about the environment as a place of life and hu-
man development (Papuziński, 2006). The process 
of shaping this awareness depends on many factors, 
among which one can indicate the place of residence, 
adopted social norms or information contained in the 
mass media (Nycz-Wróbel, 2012). Undoubtedly, the 
most important role in shaping and developing eco-
logical awareness is assigned to formal education, 
which task is to direct the attention of children and 
youth to environmental protection and to shape their 
positive mindset and attitudes to the natural environ-
ment (Górska, 1995). That fact was confirmed in a re-
search made for purpose of this paper, when students 
stressed the role of formal educational institutions 
and obligatory education in process of disseminat-
ing and propagating knowledge about pro-ecological 
behaviours. It should also be mentioned that shaping 
pro-ecological attitudes (which is the result of the 
acquisition of appropriate knowledge and ecologi-
cal sensitivity by aware man (Nowińska et al., 2014)) 
and a healthy lifestyle of society is one of the main 
goals of education for sustainable development (UN-
ECE, 2014). The idea and the essence of this kind of 
development is best reflected in the title of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development re-
port of 1987 “Our common future” (WCED, 1987).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The empirical material was obtained through an re-
active research, with use of a diagnostic survey as 
a method of data collection. The study was conducted 
in May 2019 with use of an online questionnaire con-
sisting of close-ended questions. It was addressed to 
the students of the Faculty of Economic Sciences at 
the WULS-SGGW. Therefore, random and intention-
al selection was used in the research, as the objective 
of the study was to verify ecological awareness and 
some opinions about ecological education among 
the youth (who, according to Sawitri and Widiaswati 

(2018), may become leaders capable of making dif-
ference in the future) of one of the national universi-
ties orientated on issues related to the environment.

In total, the study included 119 people, of whom 
72% were women. The large majority of the respond-
ents, more than 90%, were full-time bachelor stu-
dents, represented in 88% by students of the second 
and third year of studies (in similar proportions). The 
most numerous group of people studied in the field of 
“Tourism and recreation” (almost 43%), every fifth 
represented “Economics” and “Logistics”, while less 
significant rest studied “Management” and “Finance 
and accounting” – therefore such group cannot be 
claimed as a representative for the whole Faculty of 
Economic Sciences. Respondents came from diverse 
settlement units – every third one was classified in 
the “village” category, while slightly less numerous 
group was from cities over 100,000 residents. De-
spite this diversity, almost 90% of the respondents at 
the time of the research lived in the capital city (every 
2 out of 3) or its nearest surroundings (up to 30 km).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Respondents, defining their own attitude in the field 
of pro-ecological behaviour, appeared to be divided 
into two almost identical in size groups – 49.5% de-
clared themselves as consumers trying to behave pro-
ecological, others stated that they cannot be included 
in this group. What is interesting, however, there was 
much more unanimity in the research sample in terms 
of recognizing the need for such behaviour, as shown 
in Figure 1.

It turns out that over 92% of the respondents are 
aware of the need for such behaviour, while the per-
centage of other unconvinced groups is marginal. It 
can therefore be concluded that in terms of awareness 
of the importance of human behaviour towards the 
natural environment, those young people are well-
-formed and understand the importance of maintain-
ing the balance of ecosystems in which they func-
tion. Unfortunately, it apparently does not involve 
active actions that may support it. However, it should 
be noted that such high percentage of positive an-
swers may also be the result of greater participation 
of women in the sample – it has been proven that 
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gender influences an environmental attitude and be-
haviour and women are those who seem to be more 
likely to act environmentally friendly, regardless the 
economic circumstances (Zelezny, Chua and Aldrich, 
2000; Vicente-Molina, Fernández-Sainz and Izagirre-
-Olaizola, 2013).

In connection with the above, the question arises: 
who should be responsible for spreading knowledge 
about pro-ecological behaviours and whether, in turn, 
the indicated entities have a chance to stimulate or 
even enforce real activities in this area? The distri-
bution of respondents’ answers in the first of these 
issues is presented in Figure 2.

The most often indicated institutions were those 
usually associated with the education of the society 
– schools and universities. Those answers therefore 
are consistent with theories presented by Górska 
(1995) and Kiełczewski (2001), who stressed the 

role of formal educational institutions in shaping 
pro-ecological attitudes. Educated people are more 
concerned about the environment and, at the same 
time, more aware of damages that mankind may 
cause in the world of nature (Lozano, 2006). Higher 
level of education usually results in better knowl-
edge about the environment, and – consequently 
– in taking pro-environmental actions (Schlegelm-
ilch, Bohlen and Diamantopoulos, 1996). Therefore 
answers of the surveyed students confirm fact that 
role of the schools and universities seems to be indis-
pensable in the process of disseminating knowledge 
about pro-ecological behaviours. Nearly half of the 
respondents also indicated the media, probably pri-
marily because of their potential in terms of mass 
impact. It is worth noting, however, that these are 
the entities that in the first place can mainly meet 
the demand for disseminating knowledge and its 
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Figure 1. Necessity of pro-ecological behaviours in society in the opinion of the respondents
Source: own research.
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Figure 2. Entities responsible for disseminating knowledge about pro-ecological behaviours in the opinion of the 
respondents (more than one answer could be indicated)

Source: own research.
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 appropriate use, while having practically no means 
of influencing the real activities of educated individ-
uals. Such possibilities are available only to the state 
administration (the third most frequently indicated 
entity), which through legal coercion may impose 
specific solutions in the field of dealing with the 
natural environment. Unfortunately, a very worrying 
fact is the small weight attached by the respondents 
to family impact in the analysed scope, because it 
creates the first level of education, and many pro-
-ecological behaviours (e.g. saving resources, waste 
segregation, respect for nature) actually refer to
a model of conduct carried out by young people from 
home, as a result of adaptation of actions taken by 
the first authorities – parents. Also surprises in such 
case the marginal role of such an opinion-forming 
institution as the denominational community.

The last element, which is worth devoting more 
attention in the context of environmental education, 
is the issue of how to disseminate knowledge about 
pro-ecological behaviours. Respondents’ opinions in 
this topic are presented in Figure 3.

Among the answers received, two issues are 
worth noting. The first is the trust of young people 
in the effectiveness and scope of contemporary me-
dia and, at the same time, faith in their informative 
role, because they were first indicated as the subject 
which should take on the main burden of knowledge 
transfer in the discussed area, what confirms Nycz-
-Wróbel (2012) observations about significant role of 
mass media in shaping ecological awareness. At the 

same time, however, there can be expressed doubts 
about the interest of these media, operating mainly 
on market principles, in this type of activity. The 
second is the awareness of obligatory implementa-
tion of knowledge on this subject – this is consistent 
with observations of Tezel, Ugural and Giritli (2018), 
who claimed that education is an inseparable part of 
sustainable development, taking into account envi-
ronmental problems. Also Vicente-Molina, Fernán-
dez-Sainz and Izagirre-Olaizola (2013) observed that 
formal education clearly influence pro-environmen-
tal behaviour, although the relation between those 
two aspects is complex and needs further research. 
Two other, most often indicated ways of disseminat-
ing information in the field of ecology, were methods 
based on coercion (school, law). Unfortunately, this 
may suggest the lack of a bottom-up will to transform 
and willingness to take certain behaviours, which is 
all the more surprising in the context of the group 
of respondents – students, and therefore the youth, 
which is associated with the change and in the future 
will be responsible for the decision-making process, 
also in the field of ecology.

SUMMARY

Undoubtedly, the surveyed students of the Faculty of 
Economic Sciences at the WULS-SGGW are aware 
of the need for pro-ecological behaviours, and their 
general awareness in this area indicates the proper 
formation of young people during their compulsory 
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education. Unfortunately, this does not result in the 
attitudes presented by them – the outcome of previ-
ous educational activities is only half of success, and 
it is only possible to confirm in the issue of self-deter-
mination of the respondents. However, the possible 
connections between such declaration and specific ac-
tions requires further research and exceeds the scope 
of this study. It is alarming that, despite the declared 
awareness, young people point to the necessity of 
coercion when implementing and promoting pro-
-ecological behaviours, while at the same time they 
relieve their closest social environment in the form 
of a family from this obligation. Unfortunately, this 
suggests that this model of thinking will be passed on 
to future generations, instilling an inertia and lack of 
personal responsibility in the field of environmental 
education in society, as – according to Vicente-Mo-
lina, Fernández-Sainz and Izagirre-Olaizola (2013) 
– today students will create future societies, thus the 
importance of their environmentally oriented educa-
tion is crucial for progress toward sustainable devel-
opment.
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