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Abstract

Environmental awareness is an important cog in the wheel of environment management. This paper
aims at building an understanding on the role of leadership in enhancing environmental awareness in
educational institutions. The paper is premised on the centrality of education in shaping the attitudes,
values and actions of people from the youngest to the oldest. Considering leadership is about
influencing people towards a particular direction and action, the role of leaders at all levels of
education is key to strengthening environmental awareness. Through extant review of relevant
literature, the paper explores the role leadership plays in environmental creation and sustainability.
The paper reveals that leaders play an important role in education and creation of environmental
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awareness and sustainability at all levels of educational institutions and the society. Leaders can
leverage their positions to entrench values, policies, programs and actions in the curriculum and
activities at institutional level. The findings, therefore, enhances the appreciation of the relationship
between leadership and environmental awareness and education and the strategies and actions to
ensure environmental sustainability and achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Keywords. Leadership, Environmental awareness sustainability Education Leader

Introduction

Environment related challenges have become an existential threat to humanity, consequently calling
for urgent action through a global concerted approachto secure the future of humanity and nature. At
the centre of this phenomenon is the relationship between human activity and nature and the
mitigation of the impact of these interactions on humanity and the environment itself. The United
Nations Secretary General during the COP 29 Climate Summit, in Baku, Azerbaijan in November
2024, stated that “... time is not on our side ....” the United NationsSecretary General warned that, the
global leaders must act now to address global warming and other environmental challengesto secure
the future of the planet.

Environmental challenges have permeated the whole spectrum of the society with serious
ramifications on energy, water, air, biodiversity, raw materials for industrial development and
livelihoods and the situation are worsening, (Sachs, et al., 2021).The race to attain economic growth at
the expense of sustainability, the increase in environmental stressors such as, high carbon dioxide
emission, deforestation, depletion of natural resources and climatic disasters haveexacerbatedthe
vulnerabilities,as well as opportunities and capabilities to produce at all levels of the economy —
individual,national and global. In fact, environmental degradation has been singled as a major threat to
the attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

It is evident from literature that economic growth and environmental degradation have a direct
correlation. The argument here is that economies increase their manufacturing particularly at the early
stages in development process characterized by growth in the production of goods, their greenhouse
gas emissions also increase, (Liu, et al.,2019). The pressure for growth leads to increased demand for
natural resources which, consequently, result in overexploitation, deforestation, pollution. The concern
here is that of increase in income and not quality of the environment,particularly for developing
countries (Kahuthu, 2006). Unless addressed, environmental degradation and the associated climate
change will continue wreaking havoc on infrastructure and other critical factors of production and
livelihoods as individuals and communities race to satisfy their interests.

However, environmental protection cannot be consigned to a group or section of the society, but it is
the responsibility of everyone. Still, the challenge that continues to remain elusive at state and global
levels, is that of the participation of the general population in sustainability issues. This could partly be
attributed to lack of concern because oflack ofknowledge and inadequate information on the cause-
effect relationship between human activity and nature.Considering, the shift in causes of degradation,
such as, consumption which is fast replacing production as a major cause of degradation as
exemplified with a growing body of research which points to the changes in lifestyles and associated
unsustainable consumer practices, some of the populace cannot directly relate some the effects to their
actions.

This weak link continues to inhibit the participation of the populace in sustainability, as much as,it is
evident, the environment is deteriorating at an alarming rate with the emergence of new sources of
degradation andtherefore, the need for increased public participation to forestall the consequences.To
strengthen the link, the right knowledge and credible and adequate information is critical to change the
resultant behaviour and attendant actions, as well as disabuse or reinforce a certain behaviour. Access
to information, therefore, constitute an important link in promoting people’s involvement in
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environmental management. But, equally critical in this context is that the information must be
channelled to the right targets so as to induce the right decisions be it on consumption or production.
Given theinterconnectedness between human activitiesand nature and the impact of the interactions on
progress, survival and posterity, sustainability education and awareness iscritical in gaining knowledge
on the actions, resultant consequences and remedies. However, environmental education and
awareness has remained in the periphery of the educational curriculum despite the importance of
environmental sustainability to human existence and the need to maintain a balance. In educational
institutions, environmental issues have remained relegated as a hobby for those interested, as opposed
to being mainstreamed in the learning processes and activities. As argued by Robbins et al. (2022),
creation of awareness at individual, community, State and global levels, as well as establishment of
durable frameworks at different levels to governess the action towards addressing the challengesis
imperative. The researchers further posit that a collaborative and inclusive process is necessary to
forestall the catastrophic impact of environmental degradation on humanity and the nature.

Inculcating environmental awareness in the minds of people at an early stage in their lives, particularly
the children and youth is important considering the lasting impression such interaction creates and the
power and influence of the young amongst themselves and those around them. Children therefore
present the ideal starting point in the development of values towards environmental conservation.
Educational institutions in this instance,therefore, presents the right pedestal to launch the campaign
given the children and the youth represents the present and the future. Educational institutions are
central to modelling the character and attitudes of people and a source of knowledge and
information.Educational institutions, providean idealchannel for creating awareness on the complex
relationship between human beings and nature, the environmental challenges emanating from such
interactions, as well as the need for sustainability. Awareness in this case is key to formation of
positive attitudes and behaviours critical elements in environmental management and sustainability,
(Piscova, 2023).

Environmental sustainability has been defined variously, however the common factor is that it
involves managing the natural resources in such a way to benefit both the current and the future
generations, without negatively impacting humanity and the environment. The aim here is to balance
nature, economic and social goals. According to the United Nations Brundtland Commission Report,
sustainability is “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of the future
generations to meet their own needs”. However, securing the present and guaranteeing the future at the
same time has put humanity at crossroads. Therefore,this demands for a critical appreciation of the
present needs and the future to find the appropriate balance.

To creates the right balance and influence people into action there is need for effective leadership. As
argued by, Klein et al., (2013) leadership plays a central role in influencing and motivating people as
individuals or collectively towards the attainment of specific goals and performance. Leaders are
change reagents by influencing people’s views and actionsandnurturingindividual and collective
behaviours towards environmental awareness and sustainability. By the virtue of their positions in the
institutions and community, leaders caninspirethe learners and other stakeholder in the school
communities into champions of environmental conservation. Leaders also influence institution of
policies, programmes, practices and other initiatives, as well as a learning environment that cultivates
values which promote sustainable environmental practices. At Institutional level,leadership is key to
entrenching environmental education and awareness activities as part of the students’ daily lives
bypromotingevents, interaction with nature,communities, organizations and governments toward
environmental sustainability.

This paper aims to highlight the relationship between effective leadership and environmental
education and awareness and environmental sustainability. The paper emphasizes the centrality of
environmental education and awareness in the promotion of the participation of all in conserving the
environment and the important role of the young people in the process. It discusses how
environmental awareness, and education can be achieved through effective leadership. The paper
argues that, given the interconnection between environmental sustainability and education,all
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stakeholders must be enabled through education and awareness to participate effectivelyin
environmental sustainability.

Environmental education and awareness

Education plays an important role in shaping people’s attitudes, values and character. Strengthening
environmental sustainability issues in the education systems as part of the response to the global
environmental challenges is therefore important.Environmental education here refers to capacitating
people through skills and attitude development to have deeper understanding of the environmental
issues, provide solutions and take action to sustain the environment. The aim of environmental
education,therefore, is todevelop people’s knowledge, skills, motivation and attitude to be able to
address environmental issues. Education plays an important role increating public awareness on issues
relating to environmental conservation and leveraging on various activities to create sustainability
awareness, Piscova, et al., (2023).Piscova further, argues that sustainability cannot be attained unless
the general population is empowered sufficiently through education and awareness to effectively
participate. Environmental awareness here implies an understanding of the interconnectedness
between human behaviour and nature and sustainability.

The increase in environmental threats to survival caused by the degradation of the environment has
increased the awareness throughout the society on the dangers. However, it is not just the
consciousness that matters, but, more importantly, is individual and collective action. That is, whether
the consciousness can generate meaning in such a way to ignite action. The public should have the true
understanding of the relationships between humanity and nature and the impact of relationship. Such
awakening can only be effectively inspired through education, which equally should be anchored on a
legal framework for effective implementation.

The aim of any educational system is to create knowledgeable people. Educational institutions should,
therefore, incorporate as part of the curriculum environmental sustainability considering the
interdependence of humans and nature. Ideally educational institution as bastions of knowledge should
ensure sustainability is instructed across all levels of education and different areas of study.Education
systems should be driven by the need to foster sustainability in all spheres.

However, environmental education is faced witha myriad of challenges. In educational pedagogy in
most countries, sustainability occupies a very small part of the curriculum of the elementary,
secondary schools, colleges and universities. In fact, the design of educational systems the world over
has never been intended to address sustainability, instead, issues of economic growth and wealth
creation which incidentally are being blamed as major contributors to environmental damage, have
retained the core of education. Sustainability only appears to be given eminence when disasters and
related problems strike, otherwise it is at the periphery of public discourse within the general populace
including, government, the business.

The other challenges to sustainability education and awareness relate to the literacy regarding the
science behind the relationship and the interactions between nature and humanity and sociocultural
predispositions. Sustainability requires knowledge of science at some minimal level since this helps in
fitting the emerging issues in their experiences and how to address them. However, the concept and
the practice of sustainability has not been clearly understood and continue to attract different
interpretations. There are many who do not understand science and sustainability to any meaningful
level to even appreciate the ongoing global initiatives aimed at conserving the environment, such as
reduction in the use of fossil fuel like greening production, use of biodiesel, and electric vehicles or
the impact of their actions on the environment. As argued by, Donovan and Agueda, (2011), education
and awareness is key to appreciating sustainable practices and teaching others to follow - learning
what we live.

Despite the increase in the sustainability concern among states, private and public sector institutions
and individuals, particularly regarding to utilization of resources, it has not become part of everyday
living. Public participation in environmental issues is still minimal at individual and community
levels. Therefore, improving the quality of awareness among the populace will make environmental
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concerns be embraced in order to create attitudinal change, increase environmental consciousness and
consequently, attract more public participation in decisions, actions, as well as behaviours critical to
addressing the environmental impacts on life, growth, development and nature. In fact, awareness
minimizes resistance to policy implementation.

So far, environmental education frameworks in most countries are not sufficient to prepare students
for the rapid and dynamic realities of climate change and environmental degradation, (Piscova, 2023).
The other challenge emanates from the fact that, education systems around the world mostly
emphasize acquisition of knowledge and not its interaction with the surrounding. Looking at the
developed and the developing worldthe situation in is not any much different. This therefore calls for a
rethink of the approaches that would underpin the student’s interaction with the environment, as well
as environmental sensitivity. This view is supported by Collado, et al., (2015), that children’s
experiences with nature creates a lasting imprint of the environment in their memory which proves
useful later in adulthood.The researchers argue that such interactions should therefore be encouraged
to strengthen children’s pro-environmentalism.

Environmental education has been vouched for since the 1970s as captured during the
Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education in Tbilisi in 1977 which agreed on a
number of issues as central to environmental education including knowledge —acquisition of some
understanding of the environment and associated challenges, development of the right values and
motivation to act, awareness of the environment and its challenges, acquisition of skills to address the
problems and development of a sense of responsibility by the populace. However, since then, most
counties are yet to implement the decisions agreed at the Conference.

Similarly, as much as, the Sustainable Development Agenda, (Agenda 2030) emphasizes the
importance of environmental sustainability under Goals 14 and 15, however, running across almost the
entire global agenda, is the need for awareness on the effective and efficient utilization and protection
of the environment. But the implementation remains lagging at state and global levels. According to
the European Council Decision on learning for the green transition and sustainable development, the
Member states lack a systemic approach to environmental education and training. The Council,
therefore, recommended increased investment towards environmental education, infrastructure,
institutional approaches to sustainability, targeted support towards teachers, interconnecting learning
across the environmental, economic and social pillars of sustainable development. But still
implementation remains a challenge.

In the European Union, for example, whereas majority include environmental education within their
aims/values, very few states have environmental education as part of the curriculum. Instead of
environmental issues remain scattered in different areas of study and only mentioned during the
learning of individual subjects such as geography, science, chemistry and physics. At institutional
level, these subjects are often taught by different teachers and consequently difficulty in coordination
of environmental learning.

In Slovakia for example environmental education is part of the state education programme with the
aim of helping school children appreciate at an early stage the relationship between human and nature,
as well as its conservation.However, like in many other European Union member states, a study by
Piscova, et al., (2023) looking at the implementation of Environmental education in Slovakia and
comparing with similar schools in the Czech Republic, Poland, Portugal and Spain, reveal that
environmental education in elementary schools is not well defined and that environmental education
by school children is limited and it is not taught as a distinct subject.The environmental topics are
integrated into other subjects

In developing countries, the situation is not any different or could be worse.In Kenya, for example, the
Kenyan Constitution ranks environment very high by noting in its Preamble that theenvironment is
the Kenyan peoples’ heritage and must be maintained by the people for posterity and therefore the
need for all including the children to be enabled the requisite knowledge for its sustainability,
environment conservation. This isa recognition of the importance it attaches to the environmental.
However, environmental sustainability issueshave not been entrenched in the education system,
(Muigua, 2014). Of course,several challenges have been blamed for the inaction including lack of
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awareness and understanding, inadequate capacity among the teachers and instructors and limited
resources and materials to undertake activities which can endear the children to environmental
conservation, curriculum constraints, issues of poverty and policy gaps.

It is important that educational institutions prepare students to be knowledgeable and equipped with
sufficient information on the interdependence between humans and the environment, the consequence
of human action on survival and progress, as well as, ensuring sustainability. The starting point of
environmental education programs must be in the elementary schoolsto change generations as opposed
to individuals. This will involve inculcating the basic concepts and the interactions, building an
understanding and awareness, values and attitudes at an early stage in life. The approach here would
involve creating opportunities for the children to interact with nature through excursions, walks. The
use of nature as a learning tools and interaction with the community in an awareness creation or
acquisition is ideal.

Higher educational institutions similarly have the potential for creating the greatest impact through
environmental education by developing a culture of sustainability. The institutions should not only be
able to inculcate within themselves sustainability, but be able to use the culture to influence following
from the community. Interacting with the community provides an opportunity to share knowledge and
information on the environmental sustainability as well as influence participation and positive action
on environmental issues by the community. Higher institutions of learning should also include
environmental issues in their curriculum, research and other activities through a holistic approach
geared towards acquisition of knowledge, skill and attitude necessary for responsiveness to
environmental issues.

The implementation of sustainability at higher education level can be undertaken by either integrating
sustainability into existing curriculum aimed at providing the students with basic knowledge and
information necessary for effective participation in sustainability orcreation of a course on
sustainability as part of the curriculum to ensure that, all students are exposed to environmental issues.
However, for effectiveness, environmental education, should be made part of the formal education
systems and taught as a distinct subject by first crystalizing the environmental issues systematically
while at the same time creating a linkage in the education process bringing together the formal and the
informal education systems.

Leadership and environmental awareness

Given the constantly evolving environmental challenges and the competing interests which have
compromised the survival of humanity and nature, effective leadership has become even more critical
in promoting awareness on environmental issues in order to galvanize communal efforts to address
these challenges. Additionally, leadership plays a key role in directing organizations’ vision, strategies
and ensuring efficient utilization of the resources (Srivastava and Dixit, 2018). Whereas leaders
inspire and provide the direction in the sustainability endeavours, the position occupied by leaders
provides the vantage to influence the peoples’ views, attitudes and actions regarding environmental
sustainability. Leaders are, therefore, able not only to voice concern on environmental issues, but also
initiate control mechanisms.

At institutional level, effective leadership is key to chaperoning the strategies and actions including
development of environmental awareness among the school community — students, teachers and staff.
Leaders can also provide the right learning environment necessary for the promotion of environmental
conservation through institution of appropriate policies, programs and activities, development of value
systems among the school community and promotion of a culture of environmental conservation.This
can be extended to the institution’s communitythrough collaboration. The leadership here is critical in
organizing activities aimed at the promotion of environmental education within the community. This
may include field trips, excursions, seminars trainings, talks /lectures. Such activities are also
important for allowing students to interact and appreciate nature and its importance.

The principals of schools can also initiate activities to inculcate particularly in the young minds and
the schools’ community good environmental practices and a culture of safe environment.Such habits
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once formed are likely to inform individuals’ relations with nature and can be passed on to the larger
community including their immediate families. They can also collaborate with public (government),
environment related organizations, the private sector, religious organizations to address environmental
sustainability. The activities may include planting of trees, clean-ups and awareness creation among
the general population and sustainable practices in the institution.

Equally important in environment management is development of the right attitude and behaviour.
Leaders can influence and shape the behaviours of the individuals and groups,champion
environmental values andinspireadoption of behaviours that promote environmental consciousness.
Leaders can spearhead organization of awareness campaigns, events, festivals and forum that
encourageparticipation in environmental decision-making processes.

Through institution of policies, institutional leaders can also influence the incorporation of
environmental issues into the institutions’ activities as well as, development and incorporation of
environmental issues in the institutions’ learning programs that promote ecological awareness.
Leadership is also vital in the development and integration of environmental issues in the curriculum
and capacity building of the environmental teachers. The other aspects may involve inclusion of
environmental education in traditional subjects or reorienting the subject consider environmental
education.

At the national level the political leadership is necessary in the establishment of policies and statutes
aimed at protecting the environment and sustainable lifestyles and exploitation of the natural
resources. Leadership in this regard is important in influencing public participation in environmental
management.

However, it is not all about leadership but equally important is the ability of the leader to carry along
all the players including the students, teachers, parents and the general populace, as well as
cooperation from the different levels of leadership such as the state. The argument here is that positive
interaction between the different stakeholders is necessary for balancing the expectations, the
development of protection mechanisms and provision feedback between the various parties, an
important element in galvanizing support for environmental sustainability.

Conclusion

Sustainable management of the environment is not an individual but a communal responsibility since
the negative impact of environmental degradation is not only universal, but key determinant of the
survival of animate and inanimate things, as well as nature itself. Education and awareness are
therefore central to peoples’ participation in sustainability. Educational institutions, therefore, avail the
right vessel for the inculcation of values, attitudes and behaviours regarding sustainability.

Whereas classes can be used to acquire knowledge and understanding on environmental issues, out of
classroom activities such as tree planting, excursions, cleanups and other extracurricular activities for
students are also valuable for ecological learning. Environmental education should therefore be
strengthened both in formal and informal education spaces including the family to nurturea sustainable
relationship with the environment.

Additionally, creation of a cultureof environment sensitivity and integration of environmental
sustainability in the daily activities in educational institutions contributes to nurturing a population that
is conscious of the relationship between humans and nature and that is capable of positively
influencing others.

It is important to redefine environmental education within the countries’ education system, develop
and implement appropriate publicity on environmental issues, and particularly those at the local level
which are easy to relate with as a way of increasing public consciousness and participation in
sustainability. At the same time ensure it is necessary to anchor environmental awareness on a legal
mechanism for ease of operationalization.The legal mechanism in this instance should delineate the
linkage between exploitation protection and restoration.

Additionally, the paper emphasizes the whole of society approach in the education and awareness
creation and participation in environmental sustainability. As much as the establishment and
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operationability of international environmental governance remains a challenge, there is need for
sound national laws.
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