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Environmental Education in the 
View of Public Health Teachers: a 
Descriptive Exploratory Study
Roger Rodrigues Peres¹, Silviamar Camponogara¹

1 Federal University of Santa Maria.

ABSTRACT
Aim: to analyze the vision of professors of public health on environmental education. Method: This is a 
qualitative study, of the descriptive-exploratory type, conducted with eight teachers of collective health at 
an institution of higher education in southern Brazil who were intentionally selected. Data were collected 
from August to October 2011, through semi-structured interviews, and investigated based on the proposed 
framework for content analysis. Results: Subjects believed that environmental education involves awareness 
and behavioral changes, and these should also add criticality to social environmental, biological and cultural 
issues, and others as important as the action of environmental preservation. Discussion: It appears that 
the approach to the subject was incipient. For this reason, there is need for formal inclusion of the subject 
in the curriculum of undergraduate courses. Conclusion: It is concluded to be necessary to foster a debate 
among teachers and educational institutions, with a view to include environmental education in vocational 
training in health.

Descriptors: Health; Environment; Public Health; Faculty.
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INTRODUCTION

There is an environmental crisis that have 
become obvious and disturbing starting from 
the 1960s, mainly characterized by the ecolo-
gical irrationality of the dominant patterns of 
production and consumption and the limits of 
global economic growth(1). The landmark that 
sparked this fact was the First United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment held 
in Stockholm in 1972, which increased the 
discussion on the impacts of environmental 
destruction on human life.

In the wake of this debate, ideas on 
new concepts began to emerge in order to 
seek to solve issues relating to accelerated 
environmental destruction and its negative 
influence on different aspects of human life. 
Among these proposals, we can highlight 
those relating to sustainable development 
and environmental education (EE). The first 
was motivated by the desire to stop environ-
mental destruction without compromising 
the process of economic advancement of the 
society; and the second, with the purpose of 
establishing actions aimed at environmental 
preservation, especially focused on the search 
for awareness of the subject.

Since the First International Meeting on 
Environmental Education, held in 1975 in the 
city of Belgrade (Yugoslavia), the struggle 
for environmental conservation has gained 
strength. Thereafter, education began to 
be understood as a social practice that can 
produce movements of transformation and 
change of the alarming levels of life quality 
of and environmental degradation(2).

In Brazil, this argument gained a formal 
nature after the enactment of Law No. 9,795, 
of April 27, 1999, which establishes the basic 
principles of EE, demarcating what constitutes 
an essential process so that individuals and 

community can build social values, knowled-
ge, skills, attitudes and competencies for the 
conservation of the environment. Further-
more, it should be developed as an integra-
ted, continuous and permanent educational 
practice in all levels and modalities of formal 
education(3).

However, despite the legal provisions, 
it is notorious that this type of education 
is not a target for debate in some teaching 
scenarios. What has happened is that the 
issue has been more prominent in the levels 
of primary and secondary schooling. With 
respect to higher education, there seem to be 
major gaps on the topic. This reality is even 
more evident in the scenario of professional 
training in health: despite recent curriculum 
changes, this still has its focus on technical 
and non-preventive practices. Environmental 
issues do not occupy an important position in 
studies that are related to health promotion 
strategies in the relationship between man 
and the environment(4).

We should also mention that, usually, 
the approach to the health and environment 
interface, when performed by means of EE, is 
included in the content of public health, pro-
bably due to the proximity of these workers 
and the community, living with their proble-
ms, whether social, economic or environmen-
tal(5). Also we credit to this link the fact that the 
situations of housing, food, access to health 
services, occurrence of vector-borne diseases 
and exposure to air pollutants are factors 
that increase the vulnerability of the expo-
sed populations’ episodes of climate change, 
causing aggravation of clinical findings and 
an awakening of public health to the effects 
of the environment on human health(6).

From this perspective, we observe the 
absolute need for an education focused on 
environmental issues in all their complexity 
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and in different areas of knowledge, also in-
corporating it as inherent in the development 
of health actions, which must be revised follo-
wing professional training(7). Thus, the role of 
the University in the social and environmental 
trajectory becomes unquestionable because 
it accumulates functions of research, teaching 
and extension, being responsible for the for-
mation of professional citizens who will act in 
various sectors of society. Thus, this institution 
becomes a forum for dialogue with the school 
and society, enabling the expression of new 
values, knowledge and new social and envi-
ronmental realities(8).

Based on these, it is considered impor-
tant to understand what the teachers con-
nected to the conference on environmental 
health education think, given its essential 
role among future professionals, in order to 
instigate reflective thinking regarding health, 
social and environmental problems.

Therefore a study guided by the follo-
wing question was developed: what is the 
vision of teachers in the area of health related 
to collective health on environmental educa-
tion in professional training? To this end, we 
decided, as the aim of the research, to analyze 
the vision of teachers of health related to col-
lective health on environmental education in 
professional training.

METHOD

The study was guided by a qualitative 
approach, which enables the acquisition of 
information regarding the subjectivity of the 
subjects, capturing the meanings about the 
phenomena under study(9). The research is 
characterized as exploratory and descriptive 
and was conducted with eight teachers con-
nected with public health.

Participants were related to various 
departments of the health area of a public 
institution of higher education in southern 
Brazil: Nursing, Physical Therapy, Speech The-
rapy, Dentistry and Community Health. These 
were selected by lot from a list of teachers 
who worked with public health, linked to the 
departments mentioned above. The closure 
of the sample obeyed the criterion of data 
saturation. The inclusion criteria were: being 
a teacher in the health area, working in the 
institution and having been working for more 
than a year in the post.

Data were collected during the months 
from August to November 2011 through 
semi-structured interviews, consisting of 
ten questions on this topic. Such questions 
incited exposure of perceptions about the 
environment, environmental issues, and the 
relationship between health, environment 
and environmental education. Interviews 
were conducted by the researchers (including 
signing the Informed Consent Form) in a re-
served place, recorded and later transcribed 
by them. The subjects were identified by the 
letter “I”, meaning “interview”, and the number 
of the respective interview.

Researchers evaluated based on the 
proposed framework for content analysis, 
according to the following steps: meeting of 
the data corpus (interviews carried out and 
transcribed by the authors); initial reading 
of the findings (or pre-analysis, seeking sig-
nificant expressions in the speeches of the 
participants in the study); in-depth reading 
(with the aim of establishing categories of 
analysis); and interpretative analysis of the 
categories, followed by discussion with the 
pertinent literature(10).

The study followed the precepts indica-
ted for the research with humans, according 
to Resolution 196/96 of the National Health 
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Council and the data collection occurred only 
after institutional approval and approval of 
the institution’s Research Ethics Committee 
(CAAE No. 0160.0. 243000-11).

RESULTS

The main categories derived from the 
survey are presented below, interspersed with 
statements by the subjects and the interpre-
tation of findings.

Environmental education: behavior, cons-
ciousness and health promotion

The teachers were encouraged to reflect 
on their perception of the environment, heal-
th and teaching practice, so that subsequently 
they could formulate and present their vision 
in terms of EE. They pointed out that EE is not 
something simple and timely; rather, they as-
sociate it with the experience of the subject, 
to the point of reflecting changes in attitudes 
and behaviors that permeate the daily lives of 
individuals. Thus, the extracts of testimonials 
below demonstrate the complexity with whi-
ch the subject is treated.

[...] I hope that environmental educa-

tion is taken in their daily lives; expe-

rienced, and that it should focus on 

behavior change. I think it has to be 

a change in attitude, thinking about 

the way we relate to the environ-

ment. So education means reviewing 

habits, routines, work processes, 

from the family to the university; 

whether it is in everyday life, in a 

discipline or in a planned, organized 

or informal practice [...] (I02)

[...] We cannot think that environ-

mental education means not only 

not polluting the air or not littering 

on the street. It’s much more, and 

if I have the consciousness of not 

littering on the street this will also 

reflected in other attitudes that are 

related to the environment. So it is 

education; an expanded look at the 

things that are in our context [...] (I03)

Manifestations refer to EE as a revision 
of attitudes, change in behavior and the way 
people relate to the environment, denoting a 
care targeted at environmental preservation 
actions and its complex approach, which is 
nonetheless consistent with the ideas ex-
pressed in the literature. Some interviewees 
indicate that education goes beyond specific 
actions; that is, “it is much more”, “an extreme-
ly wide thing”, intertwining with healthcare 
knowledge.

Extrapolating the merely conservationist 
actions, which are constantly reinforced by 
the media, is a challenge today, since humans 
should feel touched, sensitized and open to 
dialogue and understanding of the current 
crisis. Therefore, it is understandable that the 
education understood by the subjects has its 
origin precisely in this need for “something 
more”, and also in the concern in terms of the 
issues that are intrinsic to the environment, 
whether social, economic, natural, educatio-
nal, or cultural, among others.

Thus, it is the duty of the individual to 
feel moved by the theme to live and work the 
subject at the same time. The internalization 
of actions aimed at environmental preserva-
tion practices is a critical condition for their 
everyday concreteness; but it should not be 
the final point of the EE as viewed in the con-
ception of the teachers.
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The idea that EE is embraced by the lack 
of awareness on the part of society was also 
addressed by teachers. However, we can hi-
ghlight the fact that this awareness should be 
encouraged in others according to these ma-
nifestations, with no need of the deponents 
being the target of this awareness; or else, 
by the inclusion of vocational training in the 
process. In this sense, the statements indicate 
a certain trivialization of EE, which may have 
its basis in widely disseminated jargon.

[...] Environmental education is this 

awareness that we need to develop 

in people that everything, all waste is 

reprehensible [...] (I03)

Another finding is related to the link the 
teachers expressed between environmental 
education and health promotion in vocational 
training, highlighting that the conception of 
the subjects on health can bring implications 
for their perception on environmental issues.

[...] Whoever is alert in terms of the 

technical issue of healthcare, anyone 

who is concerned about taking ac-

tion, I think we forget it sometimes 

[...] Then I realize that, for anyone 

who is involved with the technique, 

it seems to be linked to the training; 

now if you already have health pro-

motion running in your veins, I alrea-

dy think it has to be different [...] (I01)

Well I do not know why, our area is 

the area of public health, so we have 

this direct connection with the envi-

ronmental part [...] (I07)

The reports show the close link of EE, 
with regard to actions in terms of health pro-

motion, to the field of public health. Such an 
approach also allows us to infer that teachers 
identify themselves as environmental educa-
tors, realizing the proximity and interdepen-
dence of knowledge.

The perception of the proximity of EE in 
terms of health promotion shows an expan-
ded health and environmental awareness, 
so that, by unifying them, we corroborate to 
a greater wellness, concerned not only with 
private or community health today, but also 
with global and intergenerational instances.

It is understood that, although there is 
some comprehension in terms of the com-
plexity of the concept of EE among the study 
subjects, there has been no further debate on 
the subject yet. The idea that environmental 
education should be part of everyday life 
is interconnected to an apparent trivialized 
conception of necessary “environmental 
awareness”. However, the expressions that 
indicate the interface between environmental 
education and public health can be unders-
tood as foreshadowing a reflective process on 
the issue, pointing to the possibility of new 
meanings about the relationship between he-
alth and the environment in teaching practice.

This may denote a very positive impact 
on the process of training in health, in order 
to seek valuation of the environmental dimen-
sion as inherent to the health care process.

However, the lack of a systematic ap-
proach to the subject and the official inclu-
sion of this subject in the curricula of health 
courses can be considered major obstacles to 
achieving the purpose of further discussion 
on the health and environment interface in 
the professional training process. Moreover, 
we can add the fact that the training of tea-
chers may not have been contemplated with 
reflections on this subject, due to a historical 
moment in which the realization in terms of 
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EE, which covers aspects related to health 
and environment interface, has not yet been 
addressed in all its complexity.

The fragility of environmental education in 
vocational training in health: reflecting on 
responsibilities

The EE approach has been identified as 
an important guideline to be followed by tea-
chers and heads of educational institutions at 
various levels of education, including higher 
education. However, this still does not seem 
to be a widely found reality. In the investiga-
ted institution, this question became evident 
from the reports of the interviewees, when 
asked about their vision in terms of the dis-
cussion of EE in professional health education:

[...] But I do not see the health areas 

or nuclei supporting the idea or 

showing concern. I think people are 

still a bit alienated. If you have your 

personal values related to the envi-

ronment in your daily routine or in 

your practice and you still comment, 

do and practice, but if you do not 

have it as a value, I think you may 

forget it [...] (I01)

There is no one. I do not see anyone 

talking about environmental edu-

cation in the health area, or in the 

training [...] It is very individualized 

still, but it is not established in any 

way. (I02)

The EE approach to professional educa-
tion in health is still very nascent or none-
xistent. This finding raised by the subjects 
deserves attention, considering the future 
role of professionals in training with regard 

to environmental aspects that influence 
the health of the population and by which 
professionals hold responsibility directly or 
indirectly.

Given the fragility of EE in training, we 
can emphasize the need for dialogue betwe-
en faculty trainers towards a reflection on 
these issues, and also a discussion on how 
to provide the inclusion of this perspective 
in the political-pedagogical projects of the 
courses. We might also reiterate the impe-
rative of harmony and complementarity in 
the contents worked and also encourage the 
necessary interdisciplinary approach that the 
subject requires.

Thus, incorporating EE in the different 
health courses becomes essential so that 
the current undergraduates are aware of or 
become familiar with the subject, especially 
knowing that these will become responsible 
for instigating such reflection, either in the 
community, in the hospital environment or 
even in the training of new professionals. 
This perception leads us to reflect on another 
point of the research, which consists in the 
vision of teachers of their responsibility in the 
EE approach in vocational training.

Two points that have contributed to the 
achievement of new realities in health educa-
tion emerged from the reports, highlighting 
the sense of commitment to change and the 
example that should be inherent to the tea-
ching profession. In this strand, the subjects 
believe they have meaningful engagement 
with the subject, a finding evident in the 
extracts below.

[...] The responsibility is immense and 

I think this process needs to evolve. 

We need to create ways and means 

so that we can internalize and incor-

porate it [...] (I02)
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Every teacher has the responsibility 

in every way. He has a responsibility 

to be a model for the student who is 

graduating. He has responsibility as 

a public servant, working in a public 

university, and also on environmen-

tal issues, if we talk about training 

[...] (I08)

The sense of responsibility is present, 
at least at discourse level. Although some 
teachers say they have been using this type 
of approach, we can also observe in the sta-
tements the understanding that a movement 
of awareness  is still needed that instigates 
reflection in terms of environmental issues 
and their relation to health. Thus, perhaps, the 
issue could be tackled with greater security.

Articulating knowledge constructed by 
study groups working with EE with the speci-
ficities of each area of ​​teaching, engendering 
reflections on the history of such contents as 
the current reality, and forms of intervention, 
among others, may be ways of approaching 
teaching reality, deconstructing fears and 
encouraging a sense of responsibility.

There is a crucial need to address the 
issue with the teachers, so that they instigate 
this reflection on graduation from their own 
realities and experiences. It is also understood 
that the strategy of being an example in the 
development of actions for sustainable nature 
is essential to approach any education with 
an environmental interface.

I think all the responsibility of the 

teacher is a matter of giving an exam-

ple [...] I believe that we are educators 

in all dimensions, not only in our 

professional area. Example is one of 

the best educational tools [...] (I01)

[...] Then my responsibility towards 

the student is immense, and in or-

der to have repercussions, I need to 

practice what I say. So I guess that, in 

relation to education at any level, all 

of us have a responsibility, especially 

us, since we have a different training 

[...] (I04)

Being an example is, in reality, a way 
of encouraging reflection in terms of envi-
ronmental issues in students; however, the 
actions or environmentally responsible beha-
vior should be minimally featured or quoted, 
whether in the classroom, in the practice of 
primary care, in hospital practices, or in day-
-to-day teaching. We reaffirm this aspect be-
cause, at times, subjects report being imbued 
with environmentally responsible practices, 
but say at the same time that they had never 
highlighted or reflected on the environmental 
theme.

Being attentive to the need for highli-
ghting the environmental perspective in their 
attitudes and ways of dealing with health in 
teaching may be another aspect that demons-
trates and brings optimism to strengthen a 
perception of increased health. Thus, there 
will be training for professionals responsible 
for and imbued with the importance of the 
health and environment interface, generating 
a proactive area of the health movement to-
ward ethical assumptions that underpin en-
vironmental education as part of the training 
process of creating health.

DISCUSSION

The statements of the teachers, who refer 
to EE as a review of attitudes and of the rela-
tionship established with the environment, 
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corroborate the literature on the unders-
tanding that it is not enough just to change 
individuals and prompt behaviors regarding 
the contemporary environmental problems 
in order to achieve an ideal social and en-
vironmental well-being. This perspective is 
evidenced in a study that points to environ-
mentally responsible actions, especially in the 
area of ​​hospital health, as being mechanized, 
that is, not originated in the reflection on 
environmental care. Due to this conclusion, 
the research confirms that such actions may 
be related to the little available knowledge 
on the subject and, with the feature of labor 
activity, marked by hospital standardization 
and routinization(11).

Thus it is understood that, through EE, 
which offers strategies for reflection on cur-
rent environmental issues, current students 
and/or future professionals may derive gre-
ater benefits from the reflection upon their 
own behavior, motivating themselves for the 
construction of actions and a responsibility 
for thinking in terms of the environment(11).

It is noteworthy that in this article, we not 
disregard the responsibilities of professionals 
working in both the hospital setting and in pri-
mary health care. They also need to discuss envi-
ronmental issues with their managers through a 
process of continuous education, systematic and 
comprehensive, based on a reflective process 
that problematizes the concepts, beliefs and 
values ​​of those involved in order to develop 
environmentally conscious practices(12).

With this perspective, we reinforce the 
need to address environmental issues with 
the necessary complexity in the different 
scenarios, demanding an immediate new 
attitude, an actual renewal of values​​, of citi-
zenship, commitment to social, care, respect, 
responsibility and interest, that is, an ethic in 
terms of taking care of the environment(13).

The emphasis laid by professors on EE 
with regard to the awareness of people is 
simplistic because, although such education 
represents a challenge when it comes to chan-
ging behavior in relation to the environment, 
it is understood that it is too complex to point 
to “awareness” as a complete resolution of 
problems without, first, considering an awa-
reness, reflection or thematic approach to the 
subject’s life in an instigating way.

This perception of understanding and 
change is also evident in studies with stu-
dents in the health field. Although students 
are attentive to contemporary environmental 
problems, they do not perform actions that 
refer to environmental care, delegating this 
commitment to others at times(14).

In a move contrary to this simplification 
of environmental and health issues, teachers 
emphasize, through awareness, the com-
plexity of rapprochement between EE and 
collective health. We attribute this to the 
fact that the field of public health is one that 
seeks to view the objects of its action in its 
context, considering its particularities. Such 
a perspective occurs in opposition to the 
paradigm, often identified in hospitals, in 
which the multidisciplinary team develops its 
activities with a view to the fragmentation of 
the human being(15).

Thus, we reaffirm the need for the trai-
ning of health professionals to explore the 
potential of Public Health, in order to awaken 
in students the acquisition of knowledge that 
relates health to the environment, in order to 
go beyond the acquisition of content about 
the biological, divided and finished body(15).

Environmentally sustainable educatio-
nal practices indicate pedagogical proposals 
centered on criticality and the emancipation 
of individuals, focusing on changing behavior 
and attitudes, the development of social orga-
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nizations and collective participation(16). While 
teachers understand themselves as agents of 
community participants - and more than that, 
as diffusers or instigators of knowledge - the 
manifestation “example is one of the best 
educational tools” becomes coherent, given 
that their attitudes also instigate reflection of 
those around them.

We should also point out that, in this pro-
posal for reflective and engaged education, 
focusing on knowledge and practices built 
with, but not for teachers and students, EE 
differs substantially from environmental in-
formation, which needs attention in teaching 
practices. Environmental information is no 
more than a relationship focused on elabora-
ting and transmitting decontextualized and 
“depoliticized” content, thus not introducing 
effective changes into reality through the 
construction of a critical or intentionally en-
gaged knowledge(16).

Given these projections for the inclusion 
and organization of the EA in training, we 
defend the idea that the approach happens 
transversally, that is, not as part of a specific 
matter, but as one which pervades by all disci-
plines(17). Although we understand such an ap-
proach as ideal, we can also understand that 
there are obstacles to it, such as the difficulty 
of transforming institutionalized dominant 
paradigms, which, in addition to fragmenting 
the knowledge and educational content, also 
makes them legitimate and rooted in know-
ledge and global economic interests(1).

Therefore, working on the conceptuali-
zation of environmental problems, the pro-
cesses that constitute it, and its registration 
within a social rationality and a certain deve-
lopment process, becomes an alternative for 
change, especially when you know that the 
incorporation of environmental knowledge 
with scientific practices and teachers goes 

beyond a requirement for updating of the 
university curricula from the internalization 
of an environmental “dimension” and an eco-
logical thinking(1).

CONCLUSION

From this study it can be inferred that 
teachers visualize environmental education 
as a complex process that involves the inmost 
being, the subjectivity and the rationality of 
human beings, reflecting in their actions, 
behaviors and attitudes toward the environ-
ment, but which is also set up in the need for 
raising awareness of the issue. The subjects 
demonstrate proximity between the actions 
of health promotion in the field of public he-
alth and environmental education, awakening 
a sense of responsibility and, at the same time, 
concern about the incipience and weakness 
of the approach of EE in health professional 
education. This perspective brought us to 
another finding of the study, in which being 
an example for the student is the main form 
of encouraging reflection in terms of environ-
mental issues.

The perception in terms of environmen-
tal education, constructed by teachers, needs 
to be understood beyond a change in beha-
vior. For this it is necessary to add criticality 
to the social, environmental, biological and 
cultural problems, among others, which are 
considered as important as the proper actions 
of environmental preservation. 

The need to seek alternatives to en-
courage teachers and students to reflect on 
environmental issues becomes evident, res-
cuing the feeling of co-responsibility shown 
by the study subjects, as well as ways on how 
this issue can be inserted in the political and 
pedagogical projects of the different courses.
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We may add that, in order to understand 
the regionality of the survey, we consider 
important to develop new studies to further 
investigate the issue and provide subsidies 
for intervention in reality, since Environmen-
tal Education in vocational training in health 
increasingly becomes imperative when op-
posed to the current socio-environmental 
crisis scenario.
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