IIOWARDSISM VB! © @

2011 postulated the creation of a new conceptual framework for a new era, which he called
the "symbiocene’. He presented it in the book Earth Emotior Y
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Narratives and stories are powerful -
they affect imagination, evoke emo-
tions, and encourage action. Magdalena
Ochwat, PhD, from the Institute of Pol-
ish Studies of the University of Silesia
and Prof. Piotr Skubala from the Insti-
tute of Biology, Biotechnology and Envi-
ronmental Protection of the University
of Silesia talk about the effectiveness of
environmental education based on the
humanities and natural sciences.

LIVING ON CREDIT

Merciless data confirm that we need to
take seriously all those grim scientific
prognoses regarding the future of our
planet.

‘According to the concept of ecologi-
cal footprint, which defines the level of
pressure humans exert on the biosphe-
re, we are currently using 175% of the
planet’s resources, i.e. 3/4 more than is
being created;, says Prof. Piotr Skubata.
Another strong term is Earth Overshoot
Day or, in other words, Ecological Debt
Day. This is the date by which humanity
has used its annual resources (soil, fossil
fuels, forests, water, etc.) to produce all
kinds of goods and exceeded the planet’s
ability to replace them. In 2023 it was
2 August, whereas in Poland it fell much
earlier, on 2 May. In 2009, when the con-
cept of planetary boundaries, defining a
safe space for our activities, was first pre-
sented, three out of nine safety thresholds
had been exceeded; by now we have exce-
eded six of them. Currently, species are
going extinct at a rate thousands of times
higher than the natural rate.

‘Climate change is said to be only gaining
momentum), explains the biologist.

VOICE OF THE YOUNG

Magdalena Ochwat, PhD is certain that
the European Green Deal will only be
possible if the right education policy is
launched and a profound social trans-
formation takes place.

‘Schools need to teach about what is hap-
pening to our planet and reflect critical-
ly on the ways in which Homo sapiens has
been inhabiting it based on destruction,
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extraction, and exploitation’, she argues.
The degradation of the environment
will not leave the morality, sensitivity,
and imagination of the youngest gener-
ation unaffected, and we will all feel its
consequences. Therefore, schools have
the duty to prepare students for the
inevitable.

‘Education on the climate crisis should
be a core element of the curricula for all
courses’, argues Magdalena Ochwat, PhD.
The scientist also points to the increas-
ingly vocal needs of younger genera-
tions demanding that up-to-date cli-
mate and environmental knowledge
should be made available to them.
‘Environmental education and climate
education are essentially about the same
thing’, explains Prof. Skubala. ‘They both
show us the possible ways out, pointing
out the need to care for the Earth, nature,
animals, plants, and people. When we talk
about climate education, we are as much
concerned with the climate as with the
environment, biodiversity, and nature in
allitsrichness. Climate and nature cannot
be treated as separate issues.

COLD SHOWER

‘Are pupils in Polish schools aware of
the crisis? How much time is devoted to
it? Does the school teach about the caus-
es? Does it focus on our responsibility
for the fate of the endangered Earth?
Are children, teachers and young peo-
ple looking together for ways out of this
situation? Does the Polish school teach
students about what each of us, our
families, the state, and humanity as a
whole should immediately change if we
want to preserve the world as we know
it? Is school education centred around
the knowledge of dependencies?’, asks
Prof. Piotr Skubata.

The answer to each of these questions
is a resounding no. ‘Information on
climate and environmental education
hardly appears in the core curriculum
of school courses’, points out Magdalena
Ochwat, PhD. ‘And if it does, it is scat-
tered, selective, and present only in ex-
tended curricula’.

Prof. Skubala is critical about Polish

textbooks, but not due to the lack of care:
‘There is little information there about
anthropogenic emissions and green-
house gases. Words such as global
warming, climate change, and biodi-
versity crisis are avoided’, he points out.
According to a 2021 survey carried out
on 2,181 students by the Interdiscipli-
nary Centre for Research on Education
of the University of Silesia, nearly 60%
found climate education to be unsat-
isfactory. Only 37.65% of students in-
dicated that climate change issues are
addressed in their schools.

Prof. Skubala presents New Zealand as
a leader in climate education. In this
country, climate neutrality is to be
achieved by 2050. Based on the correct
assumption that positive practices

should be instilled in society from
an early age, a programme has been
launched there to encourage students
to make pro-environmental choices.
Since 2020, New Zealand’s youth is
taught in schools what the climate
crisis is all about, as well as what
activism and environmental fear look
like. Another example is Italy, which
compulsory classes on
climate change awareness in schools.
In addition to separate classes that
will take place once a week, the Italian
Ministry of Education also announced
the introduction of elements of
sustainability into such courses as
biology, geography, and physics.
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‘The Polish school system needs a ho-
listic approach to climate and environ-
mental education), argues Magdalena
Ochwat, PhD. ‘People tasked with edu-
cation reform in Poland should listen
to the voices of young people and take
their expectations and recommenda-
tions into account when developing
new core curricula’.

Prof. Skubala points to the need to
present life as a set of dependencies. A
teacher should be willing and able to
explain to their pupils what the inextri-
cable threads connecting all elements
of earthly existence are.

The primary goal of education should
be to make the pupils feel that they are
part of the great web of life’ he says.
‘Only by creating a deep, emotional

connection with nature can a young
person appreciate its inherent value
and take environmentally conscious
action’.

One of the most important terms that
appears in climate education thought
is Symbiocene, or the awareness of be-
ing connected to everything that sur-
rounds us. Symbiocene is to provide
us with a conceptual framework for
the coming era. The Polish school sys-
tem needs to introduce terms such as
climate crisis and biodiversity crisis into
the core curriculum. Climate education
is supposed to lead to a shift in our con-
sciousness towards a biocentric, eco-
centric, and symbiotic awareness and a

sense of community with other people
and nature.

CLIMATE EDUCATION

Magdalena Ochwat, PhD and Prof.
Skubatla included their suggestions for
climate education within the project
‘Geologos. Humanities in the time of
the Anthropocene’ funded by the Ex-
cellent Science programme of the Min-
istry of Education and Science. Among
them were such recommendations as
the introduction of climate and en-
vironmental education at all stages
and levels of education and in every
course, including academic education,
changes to teacher training in all areas
of knowledge, changes to the method-
ology in favour of field-based, engaging
education, future-oriented education,
the interdisciplinary nature of the envi-
ronmental content presented, a return
to cross-curricular paths in schools and,
within academic education, considera-
tion of the interweaving of disciplines,
an appreciation of regionality (indige-
nousness, locality, and territoriality) and
the perception of pro-environmental
behaviour as civic and patriotic. An in-
teresting proposal is the introduction of
Fridays free from indoor classes in fa-
vour of project and field work.

CATASTROPHE OF
IMAGINATION

Magdalena Ochwat, PhD argues that the
lack of faith in the potential of the hu-
manities was a significant mistake made
in the previous attempts at environmen-
tal education. The primacy of the natu-
ral and exact sciences over narratives
that influence the way we perceive the
world made environmental awareness
ineffective. The neglect of imagination
exercises, operating only with numbers
and diagrams led us to the point where
even when presented with the knowl-
edge of the dire situation of our planet,
we are still unable to believe it.

Prof. Lawrence Buell, an American lit-
erary scholar and founder of ecocriti-
cism, warned us more than 30 years ago

that the environmental crisis is a prod-
uct of the crisis of imagination. Today,
as the researcher notes, we are facing
a catastrophe of imagination. Abstract
curves and diagrams should be replaced
by stories - this is the only way to open
up young people’s imagination. It is un-
likely that empathy for anything or any-
one will develop without it.

A RAY OF HOPE -
THE CLIMATE IN KATOWICE

At the beginning of 2024, the Katowice
climate education programme was
launched as part of the European
City of Science Katowice 2024 (ECSK
2024) celebrations. It was developed in
cooperation with the Open University
at the University of Silesia and with the
support of UNICEF. Magdalena Ochwat,
PhDand Prof. Piotr Skubata are members
of the Team for the Development
of a Pilot Curriculum for Climate
Education, which was established back
in 2022 and is being implemented in
self-government schools in Katowice.
The initiative developed four guiding
areas of the original climate programme
for Katowice, namely criticism of
consumerism, loss of biodiversity,
anthropogenic climate change, and
energy transition. The programme was
complemented by practical activities for
teachers, including nature workshops
and field activities (e.g. forest bathing). As
far as Polish self-government schools are
concerned, this is a novel programme,
whose uniqueness lies in the integration
of climate change content into the core
curriculum of all courses at the second
education stage (in 7th grade of primary
school). It is intended to facilitate
the formation of pro-environmental
attitudes and environmental awareness
in young people. The classes will be
interactive and interdisciplinary and
will aim to engage students in discussion
and motivate teachers to teach with
passion.
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