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ABSTRACT

Given the vital importance of the environmental problem and the necessity of a cultural
perspective on it, this research sought to explore the challenges and problems of
including environmental literacy in university curricula. The research was conducted in
the field of environmental literacy and was an applied research in terms of purpose and
in terms of method, it was qualitative, of the type of content analysis and based on the
experiences of a number of academic experts in the field of environment in Isfahan
province.Using the purposeful sampling method, the views and experiences of 22 of
them were collected and explored as informative sources. The research data collection
tool was semi-structured in-depth interview. Information was obtained according to the
principle of theoretical saturation. In order to analyze and organize the information
obtained from the research, the seven-step method of Collaizi was used. Overall, the
findings of the research showed that the promotion of environmental literacy in the
country's higher education is faced with two basic problems, i.e. structural challenges
and implementation issues. Structural or fundamental challenges include things such as
the lack of principled and accurate environmental policies in higher education, the lack
of educational content and appropriate learning experiences in universities, the lack of an
institutionalized culture in the field of the environment, and the neglect of environmental
literacy in elementary school. On the other hand, the implementation problems of this
field include issues such as the lack of professors and human resources specializing in
environmental literacy in the university, indifference and lack of environmental
concerns, extreme theorization of education and lack of laws. It is obvious that effective
dealing with the mentioned challenges requires the policy making and precise planning
of the university institution in the field of environmental education and based on that,
scientific and calculated actions in this field.
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Introduction

The reality is that the rapid advances in science
and technology in various areas of individual and
social human life have provided the necessary
conditions for the well-being and comfort of
citizens and their easy and quick access to various
facilities and resources. However, it seems that
these material advances have also brought with
them negative results and consequences, the most
important of which is the increasing disregard for
the environment and even beyond that, the severe
destruction of this natural capital in various ways.
It can be said that environmental issues and the
role of humans in them are considered as one of
the major threats in the 21st century. Agricultural
and industrial development, conversion of forests
into residential areas, water pollution, global
warming, loss of biodiversity, resource scarcity
and other types of pollution are all critical issues
that have objective manifestations (Afrooz, 2017).
Human-induced environmental destruction and
pollution have severely threatened the lives of
humans and other creatures (Asadi et al., 2019).
Life on Earth is under threat due to the production
of various pollutants by humans and has imposed
various costs on every society due to the lack of
appropriate environmental behavior (Fazeli &
Jafar Salehi, 2013). The expansion of the global
economy and the growth of consumerism, along
with the imbalance in the production, distribution,
and consumption of economic resources, as well as
population growth and incorrect ways of human
interaction with the geographical environment,
have caused the Earth, the habitat of human
beings, to be exposed to many risks (Karimi,
2021). Accordingly, environmental problems can
be considered as threats that endanger all living
things, disrupt the balance of nature, and that
require humans to accelerate efforts to find a
solution to their environmental problems (Alagoz
& Akman, 2016). Basically, the rapid growth of
technological developments and changes in human
lifestyles and the delay in planning to reduce the
negative effects of economic growth have caused
abnormalities in the environment and have created
severe concerns among its lovers and social
thinkers and reformers (Shahbazi et al., 2020).
Paying attention to the aforementioned
materials, which indicate some of the fundamental
problems in the field of the human environment,
highlights the need for serious rethinking and
reflection in this important category. In other
words, the need for policymaking, planning, and
taking the necessary countermeasures to prevent or
manage and solve these problems that have posed
serious threats to the fate of the planet and humans

has become more urgent than ever. In this regard,
it seems that the social systems existing in each
society should make the necessary predictions and
activities in this field in accordance with their
position and level of responsibility. Among other
things, cultural, educational, and training
institutions, and in particular schools and
universities, are expected to respond responsibly to
this new situation and the problems arising from it
and take the necessary measures in the field of
raising awareness and providing the necessary
training in this field. Today's world needs serious
solutions before environmental problems reach a
point of no return, and this can be achieved
through education (Handoyo et al., 2021). At the
same time, it should be known that the main cause
of existing environmental problems is the lack of
awareness of the type of human relationship with
nature, which is itself a cultural problem and
requires a national and international determination
to strengthen the culture of environmental
protection among different segments of the
population. This, if done in a precise and organized
manner, can create positive and committed mental
and practical foundations in learners and citizens
of society towards the environment and its
protection and promotion, and internalize the
culture of caring for, respecting, and honoring the
environment in them. The necessity of this
becomes greater when we know that there is a lack
of awareness and information in all layers of
society regarding environmental protection in our
country, and therefore the topic of environmental
protection education has received more attention
than in previous years. Paying attention to the
aforementioned materials, which indicate some of
the fundamental problems in the field of the human
environment, highlights the need for serious
rethinking and reflection in this important
category. In other words, the need for
policymaking, planning, and taking the necessary
countermeasures to prevent or manage and solve
these problems that have posed serious threats to
the fate of the planet and humans has become more
urgent than ever.

Methodology

The overall approach governing the research is a
qualitative approach of the type of content
analysis, in which an attempt is made to analyze
the perceptions, experiences, and narratives of
academic specialists and environmental experts
about the challenges and problems of including
environmental literacy education in university
curricula and educational programs. From the
perspective of Bazargan (2018), when we seek to
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examine and analyze people's perspectives on
phenomena from various directions and angles and
in natural conditions, we should use a qualitative
method. Also, Farastkhah (2016) considered
qualitative research to be textual, semantic, and
unstructured in terms of the nature of the data, and
its logic of thinking is inductive and from part to
whole, and its epistemological assumption is
interpretive and naturalistic (the researcher's
emphasis on the phenomena, events, and
individuals themselves) instead of positivism. The
study area and research participants included all
academic specialists, experts, and specialists in the
field of the environment in Isfahan province in the
academic year 2023-2024. From among them,
using the purposive sampling method, the views
and experiences of 22 of them were examined and
analyzed as sources of information for the
research. Accordingly, the researchers selected and
interviewed experts and specialists who had the
necessary knowledge and experience in the field of
research, namely environmental literacy and its
problems and challenges in various fields,
especially the university environment and its
curricula and educational programs, and who had
experienced its realities and challenges firsthand.

Results

After conducting the interviews, the recorded
conversations were converted into written texts by
the researchers and were studied and reviewed
carefully and in depth in order to obtain an overall
perspective on them. Then, using the sentence-by-
sentence study strategy of the collected
information, the main words and phrases related to
the  topic  (challenges of incorporating
environmental literacy into university curricula)
were identified and the concepts related to them
were formulated and organized. The researchers
finally identified nine main themes or codes by
reflecting on the concepts obtained, merging
similar items, and eliminating duplicate items.
These themes include the lack of appropriate
environmental literacy content and courses in the
university curriculum, the lack of professors and
human resources specializing in environmental
literacy education, the lack of principled and
precise university policies in the field of
environmental literacy, inaction and lack of
concern for environmental education at the
university, the lack of an institutionalized belief
and culture in the field of environmental literacy,
the lack of attention to environmental literacy in
the primary and elementary grades, the lack of
practical environmental activities in universities,
the absence of serious laws and legal frameworks,

and other issues. At the same time, through careful
reflection on the extracted concepts, the
researchers classified all these experiences and
concepts into two main themes or clusters, namely
structural (fundamental) challenges and executive
or practical challenges. Under the structural
challenges are problems such as the lack of
appropriate environmental literacy content and
courses in the university curriculum, the lack of
principled and precise university policies in the
field of environmental literacy, the lack of an
institutionalized belief and culture in the field of
environmental literacy, and the neglect of
environmental literacy in the elementary stages,
which seem to be more fundamental problems in
the field of environmental literacy education. On
the other hand, the implementation or practical
challenges include issues such as excessive
theorization of  environmental education,
indifference and lack of environmental concerns in
the university, the shortage of professors and
human resources specializing in environmental
literacy education, and the absence of serious laws
and legal frameworks.

Conclusion

Policymakers and planners of the country's higher
education, considering the social, cultural, and
economic duties and missions of this field, and
also in order to operationalize the concept of a
community-oriented university, must seriously
reflect and rethink the environmental problems of
society and the dangerous conditions that have
confronted the civilization and culture of Iran with
fundamental crises, and as agents of a scientific
and specialized institution, they must show the
necessary sensitivity and responsiveness to this
important challenge. In fact, the university, as a
social institution, should not be indifferent to the
conditions in which the environment of society is
in a deplorable state and its destructive
consequences have endangered the daily lives of
citizens in various cities and provinces of the
country, and should not simply observe the
existing conditions. From this perspective and in
view of the findings of the present study, there is
an absolute necessity for the country's higher
education to take action by formulating a set of
realistic and precise policies and expert-led
environmental programs to solve or reduce the
various challenges in this field. Accordingly, the
policy-making and goal-setting of the higher
education system in the field of transferring and
promoting environmental literacy and resolving its
problems as a priority and serious academic
agenda, on the one hand, provide the possibility of
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a scientific and calculated approach to the current
crisis and reduce its destructive effects, and on the
other hand, create a national and public sensitivity
to the aforementioned problems. This is because
this scientific institution, with its valuable human
capital such as students, faculty members, and staff
who are citizens of this society, can have a
meaningful contribution to raising public
awareness and informing people about
environmental protection and the necessity of
sustainable development of society. Also, the
development of a set of precise and serious laws in
the field of attention and care for the environment
in higher education, and compliance with the
requirements and considerations related to it, can
make the university and its members more
determined in carrying out their environmental
duties and responsibilities. From this perspective,
if environmental priorities are not followed within
the framework of the country's higher education
laws and practical compliance with its indicators,
there is little hope for improving the situation. At
the same time, it is necessary to select and develop
appropriate environmental literacy content and
include it in the programs and compulsory courses
of students as a fundamental measure so that they
can have the necessary cognitive, emotional, and
skill minimums in the field of the environment.
Obviously, placing educational content, learning
experiences, and various environmental activities
in the form of an appropriate educational package
has a great impact on attracting the attention and
sensitivity of students as young citizens of society
to the environment, and at the same time, it is
considered a worthy measure in recognizing the
position of environmental literacy in universities.
In parallel with this measure, it is necessary to
carry out practical and applied activities required
by the environment of society with the agency of
students (and even other members and staff) in
university environments in order to better teach
and transfer the aforementioned content and
learning experiences, so that learners can apply
environmental literacy in a practical way in

relation to the existing realities of the university
and thus have the necessary capabilities to apply
these skills at the local and national levels. In other
words, such training should not remain only at the
theoretical level, but should be implemented as a
set of practical activities to both attract the
attention and interest of students and increase their
capabilities in the field of the environment.

At the same time, it is obvious that the
implementation of this proposal requires the
presence of a specialized and experienced human
resource in the field of the environment in higher
education centers. It can be said that as long as
there are no capable, knowledgeable, and
compassionate professors or human resources in
the field of the environment in the university, the
implementation of many plans and programs
related to the promotion of environmental literacy
will not be possible. From this perspective, it can
be emphasized that in the country's higher
education policies, the education and training of
knowledgeable and specialized human resources in
the field of the environment and their use in
teaching and implementing various programs in
universities should be considered as a priority. In
such an environment where categories such as the
environment, related challenges, environmental
literacy, and its education are raised as a concern
in university environments, the field of appropriate
cultural approach, or what is called environmental
culture, is also gradually taking shape. In addition,
in order for the country's higher education to face
fewer problems in  promoting  students'
environmental literacy and, conversely, to have
more readiness and inclination towards this type of
literacy, it is essential that other courses in the
country's educational system, including preschool
and elementary school, also pay due attention to
the environment so that when school graduates
enter university, they have more knowledge,
attitudes, and skills for meaningful participation in
the university's formal and informal
(extracurricular) environmental activities.
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Table 2. Challenges of Incorporating Environmental Literacy into University Curricula
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Table 4. Implementation (Operational) Challenges
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