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Abstract 
 

This dissertation will investigate the role of language education, in particular foreign and second 

language education, in the current environmental debate.  

Undoubtedly, the environmental crisis that we are living is bound to get worse in the very near 

future and the recent field of ‘environmental humanities’ has urged to confront it with an 

interdisciplinary approach where both social and natural sciences can provide effective solutions. 

Within this framework, a particular branch of linguistics, called ecolinguistics, started studying 

the relationship between language and environment by adopting different approaches and 

perspectives. Indeed, language is strictly intertwined with our cognitive, socio-cultural and 

physical reality and its contribution to the green problems can be meaningful but also manifold. 

Language education seems the perfect platform where the theoretical framework of ecolinguistics 

can be put into practice. For this reason, this dissertation will examine and gather the main 

aspects that can foster environmental awareness and the protection of the natural environment in 

a foreign language class, through a literature review of the latest works. In particular, the first 

chapter will analyse the relationship between discourse and environment and how this can be 

used while teaching a language; the second will describe the ecological approach to language 

learning while the third will analyse how to implement environmental education in language 

curriculums. Finally, the last chapter will study how language education can help to preserve the 

world’s biocultural diversity. 
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1. Introduction 
	
	
Western thought depends on dichotomies: just as we separate mind from body, we divide animals from the 

environment and scientific from humanistic knowledge. Indeed, this bewitches us. It shapes lay views of 
the living and, of course, the interests of power.  

(Cowley 2014)  

We live in a world that seems to be much more complex than it used to be in the past and this 

complexity is revealing itself in many different forms. Although our current reality appears to 

have an incredibly high number of variables which should be taken into account, it is not 

unreasonable to think that the amount of variables involved has never changed, and that these 

have always been interrelated as well as part of an extremely complex system. Therefore, if 

complexity has always been there, Western culture has probably failed in choosing the proper 

lens to look at it and climate change or environmental issues are just a proof of this.  

There seems to be a growing interest in the natural environment in the last years and the urgency 

of the so-called green problems is increasingly emphasised by scientists and climatologists 

without a following and equally strong claim for a collective response by politics and society. 

Although the natural environment appears as a prerogative of science, the recently born 

environmental humanities have highlighted not only the helpful role that humanities might play 

in tackling the current issues but also the importance of using a multidisciplinary approach to 

analyse and confront them. Undoubtedly, the relationship between human beings and the natural 

environment has played an important role in the attainment of our current situation. As Chawla 

(1991) stated, this relationship includes two different dimensions of reality: one is objective and 

represented by the natural environment itself, the other is cognitive and constituted by human 

perception and creation. The second modifies the first through language, which is seen as the 

origin of most human cognitive activity due to its power to evoke images and complex ideas; 

these start as indistinct elements in our minds but then become definite and shape our reality 

(Chawla 1991). This perspective, hence, suggests that environmental issues are the result of the 

relationship between the human perceptions of the environment and the natural environment 

itself since both the objective and the cognitive dimension of reality mould our world. Due to this 

interaction, the adoption of a multidisciplinary approach to confront environmental issues seems 

to be the most suitable: natural science can thoroughly investigate the objective dimension of 
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reality whereas the cognitive dimension can be further studied by social sciences and humanities; 

in addition, the role of language should not be underestimated while confronting these issues.  

Unfortunately, language is often deemed as a trivial element and not as a driving force, which can 

shape our minds, people and societies’ opinions, attitudes, and behaviour. Despite this general 

belief, language does mould our conception of the natural environment and our relationship with 

it. Indeed, it can help convey ideas of either exploitation or protection of nature through a series 

of meaningful linguistic choices. However strange that might sound, people who seem advocates 

of the protection of the natural environment often use the language of exploitation while referring 

to it and, in fact, they are not willing to change it (Schultz 1992). In this context, Schultz (1992) 

analyses three linguistic devices that are subtly inclined to favour the commercial use of the 

environment. The first is the use of allegedly neutral words, such as ‘develop’ or ‘resource’, 

which, instead, hide an exploitative meaning. The second is the euphemism, defined as the use of 

pleasant nouns for unpleasant things; an example of this is the expression ‘global warming’, 

which, despite its reference to the dangerous rise of temperatures of the last decades, might be 

misleading because the word ‘warm’ has also a positive connotation in English. The third is the 

adoption of pejorative terms for neutral or pleasant things, such as the use of ‘waste’ to indicate 

trees not suitable for sawmilling.  

Another instance of the strong relationship between language and ‘the objective world’ is 

represented by the various conceptions of time and space that underlie the structures of different 

languages. Chawla (1991), for example, showed how some characteristics of the English 

language encourage the representation of time as a three-dimensional element and the perception 

of natural resources as isolated items; by contrast Amerindian languages’ structures suggest a 

holistic idea of resources and a perception of time as continuous and flowing. As a consequence, 

English language entails a fragmented vision of reality and a perception of the environment as 

divided in different parts. This fragmentation is reflected in the traditional Cartesian ideal of 

science, which has shaped not only Western science but also Western culture. Descartes 

separated the res cogitans, the psychic dimension of reality and domain of theology, from the res 

extensa, equivalent to the physical dimension and therefore domain of science (Van Lier 2004a). 

This allowed to carve out a sphere of influence for science, which was not controlled by theology 

and which reassured the Church about the fact that science was not occupying its territories 

(Goldsmith 1998). Consequently, issues of morality and social concerns started being discarded 
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from the area of competence of science (Van Lier 2004a); this favoured the arousal in the 

Western thought of dichotomies, such as mind and body or human and environment, which lead 

to an anthropocentric view of the world and a consequent idea that humans have the right to exert 

their power over the surrounding environment. Even the word environment entails an 

anthropocentric vision of reality since it comes from the French term environ, which means 

surrounding. Therefore, the environment corresponds to the complex of elements that surrounds 

human beings, conceived as the centre of the world. 

Within this perspective, the scientific discipline of ecology challenged the Cartesian dualism 

when, in 1866, the German biologist Ernst Haeckl first invented the term ‘ökologie’. The word 

referred to the totality of relationships that are established among organisms when they come into 

contact and it first turned into “the study of the management of the environment (ecosphere or 

biosphere) or specific ecosystems” (Van Lier 2004a).  Even though the word ‘ecology’ was 

initially used in the context of natural sciences, such as biology, it has permitted the blossoming 

of a new awareness of the ecological embedding of humans and human societies, seen as integral 

parts of the living world and the natural environment. Thanks to this, areas of humanities and 

science stopped considering rationality, language, history, religion, culture and literature as 

elements that make humans better than plants and animals and they started analysing their object 

of studies not in isolation but as parts of a larger living world (Stibbe 2015). This ‘ecological 

turn’ in humanities fostered the shift from an anthropocentric worldview, which prompted the 

human domination over nature, to an ecocentric worldview, which sees human beings as part of a 

greater natural order.  

Within this framework, in 1970s Einar Haugen was the first who associated the words ‘language’ 

and ‘ecology’ (Haugen 1972) and in 1990s the term ‘ecolinguistics’ started being used (Fill and 

Mühlhäusler 2001) to define a new field of linguistics, which over the years has been applied for 

a wide range of approaches, from the analysis of the environmental discourse to the preservation 

of linguistic diversity. Indeed, some academics of the field are concerned with the critique of 

forms of language that play a part in the ecological destruction and the consequent search for new 

forms that encourage the protection of the natural world. Others focus more on linguistic 

ecosystems, where language is deemed equivalent to the ecological relationships between a 

population and its territory (do Couto 2014); this branch is indeed concerned with how language 

and environment influence each other in a particular ecosystem and it is interested in the 
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protection of biological, cultural, and linguistic diversity from the destruction caused by 

globalisation.  

Fill (1998) claimed that this variety of approaches was triggered by the two main uses, 

metaphorical and non-metaphorical, of the word ‘ecology’: the first is applied to a “language in 

its environment”, the second is linked to the biological sense of the word and it sees a language in 

relation to the natural environment. Within this framework, Steffensen and Fill (2014) identified 

four different historical strands of ecolinguistics. The first approach considers language in a 

symbolic ecology, and therefore in relation to the other different languages in a given location. 

The second approach analyses language in a natural ecology, therefore in relation to the biologic 

and ecosystemic surroundings. The third approach is concerned with the sociocultural ecology of 

language where the latter is seen in relation to the social and cultural environment of a speech 

community. The fourth approach is about the cognitive ecology; hence it regards how the 

cognitive capacity of organisms influences their adaptation to the surrounding environment. The 

two scholars also claimed that the manifold aspect of ecolinguistics does not stems from the 

different conceptions of ecology described by Fill (1998) but it has its origins in the definition of 

language that the majority of academics in this field has adopted over he years. Despite their 

differences, both the form-oriented (Saussure, Hjelmslev, Chomsky, etc.) and the usage-based 

(Halliday, Brown and Yule, etc.) traditions of linguistics see language as a separated entity, 

composed with single parts but unified and coherent with itself. This vision encompasses the idea 

of language only as a symbolic, social, and cultural convention, not as a natural product, and it 

shows how, in fact, the mainstream ecolinguistics has never shunned the Cartesian distinction, 

which associates ecology to nature and language to culture. In order to overcome this dualism, 

which is probably the main cause of ecolinguistics’ heterogeneous approaches, Steffensen and 

Fill (2014) proposed a naturalised view of language, which is embedded in the Extended Ecology 

Hypothesis (EEH) presented by Steffensen (2009; 2011). 

 

The EEH states that the human ecology is extended by integrating value and meaning into ecological 
structures (including ourselves and each other). As a consequence, it is argued that the human ecology has 
become deeply and irreducibly sense-saturated. The term ‘sense-saturated’ implies that our very 
ecological being in a given socio-ecological environment is meshed with semiotic processes and, as a 
result, the human ecology is constrained by virtual and historical structures. Rather than treating semiotic 
processes as adhering to an independent realm, an ecological approach sees language (our sense making 
potential par excellence) as a species-specific way of regulating real-time metabolic activity, or 



	 13 

interactivity. 

(Steffensen and Fill 2014) 

According to this perspective, verbal interaction is equal to any other form of human behaviour 

and, therefore, it is aimed at extending our range of perception and action. Thanks to language 

and its sense-making potential, we have augmented our adaptivity, flexibility and organization by 

creating unequalled forms of coordination, cooperation and collaboration, which enabled us to 

attain unachievable results for a single human body or person. Language, symbols, socio-culture 

and behaviour are not only entangled with nature but they are “species-specific ways of being 

nature” (Steffensen and Fill 2014). A naturalised view of language can even integrate the four 

main ecologies adopted by ecolinguistic. Indeed, the cognitive dynamics of human interactivity, 

used for coordinative purposes, create functional wholes of small-scale ecology, which impact on 

larger-scale ecologies, such as the socio-cultural and the natural. In this context, the analysis of 

symbolic devices, like ‘discourses’ or ‘lexico-grammatical patterns’, is important to see how 

humans integrate sense-making structures in their ecologies and to examine how these structures 

influence the construction of our mental models of the world. Thus, it is through language that we 

build the stories we live by, and always through language we can change those stories that appear 

unsustainable for our ecology. Evidently, “growing inequality, climate change, biodiversity loss, 

alienation from nature and loss of community are bringing into question the fundamental stories 

that industrial and western societies are based on” (Stibbe 2015).  

Since different languages have diverse underlying structures and patterns, they provide different 

stories about the environment. In accordance with Chawla (1991), Mühlhäusler (1994) claimed 

that:   

 
Western languages have many gaps in their ability to express aspects of the environment. The number of 
edible plants the average Westerner can name contrasts very unfavourably with the many hundreds of 
names known to the average speaker of a South American Indian language. […] 
We have words such as 'biodiversity', 'recycling' and 'lead-free petrol' but not all of these terms are equally 
suitable for environmental discourse. For instance, the word 'resource' suggests that the notion of 
regeneration is applicable to both renewable and non-renewable resources and the very term 'environment' 
suggests a division between humans and what is around them, an idea that is not widely found in the 
languages of the world. The combined propensity of Western languages to emphasize human causativity 
and control and their object-dominated character suggests that the best course of action is one of 
establishing control over a small bounded area and not, as other languages would suggest, learning to 
understand an undivided whole. 
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This implies that linguistic diversity can provide alternative solutions to the current green 

problems through discourse and its preservation is pivotal for the subsistence of the entire world. 

Undeniably, ecosystems’ survival depends on diversity and a new field on transdisciplinary 

research has emerged from the observation that cultural, linguistic and biological are under threat 

by some of the same forces, and from the perception that the loss of these diversities might lead 

to devastating consequences for the world. This area of investigation is called ‘biocultural 

diversity’ and it is concerned with the study of the links which connect the three types of 

diversity and which relate language, traditional knowledge, and the environment; it is also 

interested in assessing the main threats to diversity, the possible consequences of its loss, and the 

various approaches that can maintain and revitalise biocultural diversity (Maffi 2005). In this 

context, a considerable amount of research has been carried out in order to investigate on the 

relationship between language diversity and the environment, and much of it focuses on 

indigenous languages. D. C. Laycock (1991), for example, described the case of Melanesia, 

which shows the world’s greatest linguistic diversity. He claimed that this diversity was not only 

a by-product of historical and geographical accidental events, but also a partly conscious reaction, 

on behalf of the Melanesians themselves, to their environmental and social conditions. Another 

geographical area with a high concentration of different languages is West Africa, which, in the 

zone extended from Senegal to Cameroon, presents a variety of more than 700 distinct languages. 

The linguistic anthropologist Daniel Nettle elaborated a theory according to which the number of 

languages in a determined region of this area is proportionate to the length of the rainy season, 

suggesting another form of relationship between linguistic and natural ecosystems (Glausiusz 

1997).  

We have just outlined the important contribution that language can give to the environmental 

debate due to its relationship with environment and ecology. Besides this, language plays a 

pivotal role in education since it is the vehicle through which every discipline is taught in every 

classroom; language percolates every aspect of the school life and without this, schools could not 

exist. In addition, language is bound to our sensory systems, to our memory and cognition, to all 

the stories that construct our identity (Van Lier 2004a), and its semiotic value gives meaning to 

education; undoubtedly, classrooms and schools are ecosystems whose cognitive dynamics allow 

learning, social interactivity, and cooperation among their members. These dynamics have an 
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impact on the sociocultural and natural ecology of the school and, as a consequence on the 

sociocultural and natural ecology of entire communities.  

Hence, the language we use in class influences how learners develop their identities in relation to 

the surrounding environment, how they cultivate their ecological awareness of the world, and 

how they build their attitudes towards nature, not only in the context of second or foreign 

language education but also in any other educational area (Van Lier 2004a).  

For this dissertation, we have decided to investigate on second and foreign language education 

because this represents the perfect platform for an in-depth analysis of what aspects should be 

taken into account to contribute to the environmental debate while teaching and learning a 

language. However, it is important to specify that most of the examined aspects will be relevant 

also for first language education and for education in general due to the strict entanglement 

between language and any other discipline; indeed we hope that this work might foster a tighter 

collaboration among language teachers and the teachers of other subjects in order to promote an 

ecological and critical thinking as well as a more a sustainable education for society.  

We have seen that ecolinguistics has adopted a variety approaches over the years, and there have 

been many attempts to describe the state of the art of the discipline, to find a common ground 

among these approaches, and, consequently, to provide a unified horizon for the field (Bang and 

Trampe 2014; Fill 1998; Fill and Mühlhäusler 2001; Stibbe 2015; Steffensen and Fill 2014; do 

Couto 2014; Fill and Penz 2017). Although research in ecolinguistics is offering a consistent 

theoretical background to study language and ecology, there are still considerable gaps 

concerning how the outcomes of this research can be used in educational practices. Some 

academics have elaborated and presented an ecological approach to language education (Thoms 

2014; Tudor 2003; Larsen‐Freeman 2018; Van Lier 1997; 2004a; 2004b; 2010), others have 

focused more on the implementation of programmes of environmental education in language 

curriculums (Jacobs, Lie, and Amy 2006; I Gusti Agung 2018; Arreguin-Anderson and Kennedy 

2013; Mayer and Wilson 2006; Nkwetisama 2011; Hossain 2019; Arikan 2009; Sadykova, 

Yashina, and Zakirova 2014; Setyowati and Widiati 2014; Jacobs, Kumarasamy, and Nopparat 

2001; Alghamdi and El-Hassan 2019; Cates 2003; Jacobs and Goatly 2000), others have been 

concerned with the concept of environmental literacy and its cultural connotation (Sukmawan 

and Setyowati 2017; Cutter-Mackenzie 2009; Berg 2013; Küchler 2011), a few have investigated 

on the links between foreign language education and biocultural diversity (Souza 2015; Arreguin-
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Anderson and Kennedy 2013).  

Despite these various areas of investigation, existing literature does not present a unified work 

where the different aspects involved in the relationship between language education, ecology and 

environment are gathered and meaningfully connected. For this reason, the present dissertation 

has the purpose to describe these various aspects, in order to explain why foreign or second 

language education is important for the environmental debate and to analyse how this field can 

contribute to the creation of a more ecological and sustainable worldview.  

To do this, we will adopt an ecological perspective by focusing on the main types of relationships 

which link the language and the world (Van Lier 2004a). These include:  

• the relationships between language and the physical environment;  

• the relationships between language and the social/cultural environment; 

• the relationships between and among languages; 

• the relationships between learners and the learning context.  

Starting from this perspective, we have identified four main areas of research, which will be 

outlined in four different chapters. 

In Chapter 2 we will analyse the relationship between language and the different dimensions of 

reality in order to highlight how it is actively interwoven with on our conceptions, and behaviours 

towards the world. Then, we will analyse different discourses on the environment, and we will 

examine what carrying an ecological analysis of discourse means. Finally, we will explore how 

discourse analysis might be used in the language classroom to develop critical thinking skills, and 

reflect upon communication concerning the natural environment.  

Chapter 3, instead, will outline the main aspects of the ecological approach to language learning 

and teaching, and it will examine how these can play a part in the development of an ecological 

way of thinking. Indeed, being able to think ecologically determines a shift away from the 

adoption of an anthropocentric worldview and it can indirectly influence learners’ construction of 

identity; thus, this chapter will examine how the ecological approach to language learning might 

shape the students’ perception of themselves. Since the learning environment is an actual 

ecosystem, this section will also analyse it using an ecological perspective.   

Chapter 4 will first examine the main aspects and aims of environmental education and it will 

outline its main educational goals set by international agendas. Then, it will delineate the reasons 

why integrating environmental and language education might be very effective, while reporting 
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some of the main studies conducted in the field.  

The last chapter will delineate the relationship between nature and culture and it will examine 

how nature and environment are culturally defined. It will, then, explore why environmental 

literacy should be part of the literacies that are taught in a second/foreign language course, and it 

will analyse how this literacy might foster the development of intercultural awareness. 

Subsequently, since biocultural and therefore linguistic diversity are at stake due to both 

globalisation and the ecological crisis, this section will study how language education might 

contribute to the preservation of this diversity. 
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2. Environment, Language, and Discourse 
 

2.1. Environment and language   

2.1.1 Language and the different dimensions of reality 

As we have seen in the introduction, according to Chawla (1991) language is ‘the origin of most 

of human cognitive activity’ and it facilitates the modification of the objective reality. Although 

this might be an intuitively acceptable claim, the fact that language plays an important role in 

putting our mental and material world in relation is not so obvious since defining its interactions 

with the cognitive, socio-cultural, and physical dimensions of reality has been and still is a 

complex enterprise for linguists and other scholars.  

The complexity of such challenge can be exemplified by Halliday’s (1992) summary of the three 

main views of language proposed over the years, which outline completely different types of 

relationship between language and reality. The first claims that languages’ overall structures and 

semantic systems do not mutate over time, and despite the continuous changes in their surface 

elements, such as lexicon, they constitute a pre-existing mental model of reality, whose grammar 

remains mainly unaltered and untouched by the surrounding environment; the second, instead, 

entails that languages’ grammar reflects the material and non-material conditions of reality, and 

therefore it gradually modifies its structure as a response to the patterns of cultural change; 

finally, the third view maintains that languages create reality since they are not simple 

superstructures but “a product of the conscious and the material impacting on each other” 

(Halliday 1992). 

In addition to these three main views, some ecolinguists adopted an intermediate perspective of 

language by depicting it as an interactive element which can both remain unchanged and mute 

over time: on one hand, it can fossilise and transmits ways of thinking and forms of actions, 

across generations; on the other, it can change and introduce new expressions as a response to 

mutated life conditions (Fill 2009).  

What emerges from these different views is that our conception of language can influence the 

way we understand its effects on the world, and, therefore, the way we use it, or the way we act 

through it. An increased awareness of the workings of language and of its implications on reality 

might help people learn how to use it to face some aspects of the world’s complex issues, such as 
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the current environmental crisis. Indeed, creating this awareness is one of the tasks of 

ecolinguistics (Fill 2009) and, considering the importance of language for our lives, it also should 

be an important point of reflection for educators.  

As a matter of fact, language teachers all have their own theory of language and language 

acquisition, and, upon this, they build their teaching approach. Even though their practical work 

depends on their conception of language, most of them tend not to make it explicit and seem to 

take it for granted, as if there were a shared definition of language and a common approach to 

language teaching (Van Lier 2004a). However, defining a language is not a simple process and 

the considerable number of language theories that have been developed over the years is a proof 

of this. For this reason, it would be advisable for language educators to critically analyse their 

views, and to thoroughly reflect on them. In this way, they would become more aware of their 

positions and more in control of their own actions; they would also be forced to consider other 

perspectives, and to put their beliefs in discussion. Indeed, theories of language often focus more 

on single aspects, like grammar or lexicon, rather than the whole system or they tend to combine 

aspects of language with other areas of study, such as cognitive science or social science, so that 

certain linguistics phenomena are combined with theories of thinking, social change, cultural 

studies, and so on (Van Lier 2004a).  

Even if focusing on specific aspects is at times necessary and useful, it might also lead to a short-

sighted vision of language in its entirety, provided that it is possible to have a complete 

perception of it. The so-called ecological theory of language proposed by Van Lier (2006) tries to 

move toward the latter direction and it endorses the third view of language described by Halliday 

(1992). Indeed, it states that language “cannot be ‘boiled down’ to grammar or meaning only, and 

it cannot be ‘quarantined’ or separated from the totality of ways of communicating and making 

sense of the world that we use”. Language is, therefore, seen as embodied and dialogical 

(McNeill 2000; Ruthroff 2000; Wells 1999; McCafferty 2002) and it should not be considered 

neither as the mere sum of different components nor as a unified phenomenon “conceived as-if it 

were an entity itself” separated from the rest of the world (Steffensen and Fill 2014).  

In this work, we support an ecological conception of language in the way it has been envisioned 

by Steffensen (see Steffensen 2009; Steffensen and Fill 2014) through the approach of the 

Extended Ecology Hypothesis (EEH) and we strongly believe that this perspective would help 
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both teachers and learners to understand the complex interactions between language and the 

environment.  

We are perfectly aware that this may not be a shared position among all teachers but we believe 

that a reflection on the theories of language that they support will help them not only widen their 

horizons through an analysis of the different views of language but it will also shed a light on the 

complexities of language and probably foster a more ecological analysis of reality. As a matter of 

fact, we think that if teachers are aware of the manifold definitions and features of language, it 

will be easier for them to make their students critically reflect on language and have a deeper 

insight on its potential interactions with the world. 

In this work, we use the expression language teachers to refer to both foreign and second 

language instructors without distinction, unless specified differently. Undoubtedly, in a foreign or 

second language course, the language taught is not only the medium used by teachers to convey 

meaning to the learners, but it is also the object of study, the subject on which students direct 

their attention. Hence, a foreign or second language course represents the perfect platform to 

compare different languages, to reflect on their diverse structures and cultural aspects, to ponder 

on how languages can relate to and impact on reality. Indeed, what makes language different 

from the other school “subjects” is that every person uses it everyday, in every context and area 

of their life. Despite this, a considerable number of people sees language as a simple skill or a 

tool to be used (Haugen 1972) and is unaware of how permeating it is and of how complex its 

relations with the world are. This lack of awareness might influence also their perception of its 

relationship with the natural environment and it might lead them to ignore the way language can 

be used to convey certain ideas about nature and about humans’ interaction with it. For this 

reason, we believe that language teachers have the power to fill this gap and to prove that 

language education can contribute to the environmental debate.  

Although the focus of this dissertation is directed towards the natural environment, when we talk 

about language, we cannot neglect the fact that term environment has a broad meaning. When 

Haugen (1972) introduced the concept of language ecology, following the American linguists 

Carl and Florence Marie Voegelin (Voegelin and Voegelin 1964), he defined it as the study of 

relations between any given language and its environment but he mainly conceived the latter as 

the geographical space in which different symbolic entities, such as languages, interact. This 

space is what Steffensen and Fill (2014) would call symbolic ecology and it represents just one of 
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the possible definitions attributable to environment while talking about language. Therefore, it is 

no coincidence that the discipline of ecolinguistics, which firstly took its inspiration from the 

Haugenian concept of language ecology, has followed different directions of research, derived 

from these various conceptions. Indeed, what Haugen (1972) forgot to consider in his analysis 

were the cognitive, sociocultural and physical dimensions of environment, from which the four 

different approaches to language ecology described by Steffensen and Fill (2014) have emerged 

over time. For these scholars, though, the relationship between language and its environment 

cannot be associated only to one of these ecological dimensions because they all play a pivotal 

role in the construction of language ecology, and they do not exclude, but rather complement 

each other.  

In the following sections, we are going to outline some of the main language theories, which have 

contributed to define language and to highlight its interactions with the environment. Therefore, 

we will examine its relationship with the cognitive, socio-cultural, and physical dimension of the 

environment, in order to study how language construes and is construed by the surrounding 

reality, and how it is ecologically embedded in world we live in.   

 

2.1.2. Language and the cognitive dimension 

What has dominated the study of both language and language acquisition over the years is the so-

called cognitive approach (Atkinson 2011), which conceives language as a cognitive product. 

Within this framework, language use is seen as a simple exchange of information, which is coded 

and processed by the brain as if this were a computer (Van Lier 2004a); hence, the exchange 

takes place between interlocutors, who are depicted as senders and receivers of messages 

respectively encoded into language and decoded into thoughts.  

This view of language is embedded in the broader doctrine of psychology called cognitivism, 

which emerged and acquired relevance in 1950s, after what has been defined as the ‘cognitive 

revolution’. According to cognitivism, “the mind/brain is the necessary and sufficient locus of 

human thought and learning; and such thought and learning is a form of information processing” 

(Atkinson 2011), reason why it endorses the concepts of substance dualism, functionalism and 

subject-object dualism. The first depicts mind as thought, and therefore made with a different 

substance from the body and the physical reality, the second, stemming from the first, entails the 

idea that cognition is apart and independent from the concrete world (Clark 2001), while the third 
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denotes the fact that the object of study, the mind, is not related to the subject, which is the 

human being. It appears blatant that Cartesian theory, which deemed the ‘I-as-a-thinker’ as the 

centre of human existence, the human mind as an organizing and creative force, and the body as a 

subsidiary and less relevant element (Atkinson 2011), highly influenced the 1950’s ‘cognitive 

revolution’. This, initially, appeared as a response to the psychological theory of behaviourism, 

which claimed that human behaviour could be acquired and shaped only through a stimulus-

response conditioning and which banned mental activities because deemed unfathomable; 

subsequently, it evolved thanks to the contribution of linguistics. Indeed, this discipline turned to 

be a driving force of this cognitive turn and attracted the interest of many scholars in cognitive 

psychology, mainly thanks to the work of (Chomsky 1957) and his theory on transformational 

syntax: this depicted syntax as psychologically real and claimed that syntactic transformations 

represented cognitive processes. 

In particular, Chomsky saw language as an individual and mental phenomenon, and with his 

work, he built “an inseparable wall between the individual and the social” (Van Lier 2004a) 

aspects of language, claiming that only the first could be the subject matter of linguistic research. 

Indeed, he initially proposed a distinction between competence and performance respectively 

seen as the individual and invariant side of language, and its social and varying counterpart. This 

model, hence, conceived language as a system, revived the Platonic idealist view which claims 

that reality exists beyond experience, relocated the study of linguistics “in the head”, made a case 

of scientific reductionism (Van Lier 2004a; Atkinson 2011), and strongly influenced the birth and 

the further studies of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) (Atkinson 2011). Later in time, 

Chomsky proposed an even more radical division between I-language, the mentally represented 

linguistic knowledge of the speaker, and E-language, the representation of language as a body of 

knowledge and meanings shared by a community (Chomsky 1986); despite this shift, what has 

never changed in his theory is the strong belief that linguistics’ prerogative should have been the 

study of the individual and mental part of language, a vision which highly influenced language 

sciences, in particular cognitive linguistics, for many years and which fostered the view of 

language as an immutable and independent system , described by Halliday (1992).  

However, Chomsky’s conception of language seen as a mental phenomenon per se, which recalls 

Cartesian theory and, therefore, suggests an anthropocentric view of the world, has not been 

shared by all scholars of cognitive linguistics. Some of them (e.g. Lakoff 1987; Langacker 1987) � 
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formed a separated group, known with the name of Cognitive Linguistics (CL) (Butler 2013), 

since they did not agree with Chomsky’s theory of Universal Grammar. Indeed, all cognitive 

linguists share the ideas that language is a phenomenon of the human mind, but there is not a 

shared agreement concerning its relationship with cognition.  

In the Oxford dictionary, cognition is defined as “the mental action or process of acquiring 

knowledge and understanding through thought, experience, and the senses”: this definition 

highlights how our cognitive processes are at the base of our perception of reality, and 

consequently affect our actions and our attitudes towards the world. Interaction between language 

and cognition is still un unsolved scientific problem (Perlovsky and Sakai 2014) since yet there is 

no univocal evidence which shows if cognition is possible without language and, therefore, if 

language is just a communication device or a fundamental element for the development of our 

thoughts. 

As a matter of fact, Chomsky’s Generative Grammar implied that language and cognition were 

two different mental phenomena based on independent processes. Differently from Chomsky, the 

exponents of Cognitive Linguistics supported the “cognitive underpinnings of language”, and 

committed to describe “the nature and principles that constitute linguistic knowledge as an 

outcome of general cognitive abilities, rather than viewing language as […] a wholly distinct 

encapsulated module of mind” (Evans 2012; Lakoff 1990). Starting from this framework, Evans 

(2012) outlined five main dimensions of CL language view, which support the idea that language 

and cognition are not separate entities in our mind:  

1. Language reflects the embodied nature of conceptual structure and organization. This 

principle stems from the thesis of embodied cognition (Gibbs 2005), which, in its turn, is 

based on two different subthesis: the embodied experience (Tyler and Evans 2003) and the 

grounded cognition (Barsalou 2008). The first holds that the nature of reality and our 

experience of the world are species-specific because influenced by the nature of our bodies. 

The second maintains that our mental representations of reality derive from the mental states 

captured by our embodied experience, the so-called embodied mental states. This entails that 

the architecture of our bodies and of our neurological organization affects both our experience 

and our cognition. In other words, our conceptual representations of reality are grounded in 

our multimodal experience of the world, and, according to CL, are represented by language.  

2. Language is a lens of our mind and it can be used to study its aspects and main patterns.  
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3. Language provides a mechanism of construal. This is a technical term which refers to the fact 

that one situation can be linguistically described in multiple ways; thus, language offers the 

possibility to look at the same reality from different perspectives.  

4. Language does not simply reflect conceptual representations but it also affects non-linguistic 

cognition: it has a transformational power and it influences the way we conceive our socio-

physical environment and how we think about reality.  

5. Language is just one of the ways through which humans construe reality, and interact with 

both natural and socio-cultural environment. It represents a human-specific conceptual 

capacity, which is flanked by other ways of experiencing reality, such as proprioception, 

sense-perceptory experience, emotions and so on.  

From these five theses, we can see how Cognitive Linguistics is willing to investigate the nature 

of language and mind, in relation to the socio-physical, embodied, reality, entailing a vision of 

language as interwoven not only with the mental but also with the physical dimensions of 

experience, and therefore as part of an ecological niche.  

To prove that language influences cognition and therefore affects our conceptual representation 

of the surrounding world, a conspicuous number of scholars have carried out studies in different 

domains. Boroditsky (2011), for instance, summed up a series of works, which proved how the 

language we speak, shapes our thoughts. In particular, she mentioned a study on Kuuk Thaayorre 

speakers, who use cardinal directions to talk about space and who proved to be better at orienting 

themselves, even in unknown places, than speakers of languages that do not use absolute 

directions, such as English. The research also revealed that language could even affect the way 

people think about time. Indeed, Kuuk Thaayorre speakers who were given the task to put in a 

chronological order a series of images representing some events, ordered them from east to west, 

and therefore from left to right or right to left, depending on the position of their bodies in 

relation to the cardinal directions. Boroditsky (2011) also reported studies that demonstrated how 

the structure of the language we speak might influence how difficult learning new information 

might be or how quickly children recognise their gender.  

Fausey et al. (2010), instead, examined how different languages affect the way we describe 

events and how well we remember the individuals involved in them, thanks to a study on the 

construction of agency in English and Japanese, respectively an agentive and a non-agentive 

language. Through this work, they observed how different patterns of language manifest cross-
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cultural differences in attention and memory; in particular, they found out that English speakers 

tend to remember the individuals involved in accidental events better than Japanese, reflecting 

the features of the respective language. However, it is important to specify that these scholars did 

not neglect the power of cultural experiences on our memory and, even though they did not 

investigate on them, they considered that extra-linguistic elements could have influenced the 

results of their experiment. Undoubtedly, language is part of culture but not all cultural norms 

and features are reflected in language, despite their tight bond. Below, we are going to report 

some reflections on how these two important aspects of human experience exert their mutual 

influence.  

 
Languages, of course, are cultural creations: they are incredibly intricate and structured tools that we shape and hone 
to suit our needs. Building a culturally-important pattern into a linguistic system is a terrific way to ensure its 
longevity across generations, ensure universal distribution within the culture, and provide a constant cognitive 
support system for maintaining the cultural value in the moment.  
Language is good for preserving cultural values in the long term because while the structures of language are 
constantly changing, they change relatively slowly: it is rare to see sudden large-scale shifts like the abolition of a 
canonical word order or the resurgence of archaic grammatical cases. Maintaining a culturally-important feature in 
language use is a good way to ensure its longevity. Further, language ensures universal distribution because learning 
to speak one’s language is a non-optional part of growing up to be a full-fledged participant in a culture. This ensures 
that any cultural value manifest in language will receive universal distribution within the culture.  

(Fausey et al. 2010) 

In addition, due to the strong connection that language has with both culture and cognition, we 

can infer that cultural experience might also have an influence on our cognitive system.  

The work of Fausey et al. (2010) might be inspiring to further the study the construction of 

agency in different languages, in relation to the natural environment. Indeed, the scholars 

hypothesised that the higher attention and consequent memory that English speakers, compared 

to the Japanese, showed for the individuals involved in accidental events might lead to a 

diminished memory of the details of the surrounding context or of the situation. In case this was 

true, non-agentive languages, such as Japanese, might provide a more ecocentric view of 

accidents since the speakers would focus more on the main elements of the scene than on the 

individuals involved. Furthermore, it would be interesting to repeat the experiment using both 

linguistic and visual material related the natural environment in order to see how speakers of both 

agentive and non-agentive languages talk about events and accidents while referring to nature. 

What appears evident from the reported research is that CL’s vision of language is more 

ecological than Chomsky’s and, despite the presence of unanswered questions (Evans 2012), it 
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has demonstrated how the boundaries between language, cognition, socio-cultural and, even, 

physical reality are thin and transient.  

Undoubtedly, even if the relationship between language and cognition remains an unsolved 

problem, the outcomes of the studies presented above show how language shapes our thoughts 

and influence our perception and mental conceptualization of the socio-physical reality, aspect 

which should not be neglected while analysing the relationship between language and the natural 

environment. This view of language as a shaping force of both cognition and reality resurges 

from the very famous Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, which became a matter of debate in 1970s and 

which stated that diverse languages influence the thought of those who speak (Lucy 1992). From 

this hypothesis, two positions of language emerged: the first, called language determinism, which 

argued that a language spoken in a society or group affects the thoughts and practices of that 

society; the second, less radical, known as language relativism, which maintained that language 

and culture influence each other (Van Lier 2004a). This hypothesis and the two derived positions 

have been highly criticised (Lee 1996), and consequently abandoned due to the lack of empirical 

research which could prove them (Boroditsky 2011). However, the resurgence of a Neo-

Whorfian hypothesis in Lucy’s (1992) (Evans 2012), despite receiving some criticism (Allan 

1994), may have allowed the florescence of many works of Cognitive Linguistics which partially 

proved the connection between language, cognition, and culture. In addition to the studies already 

listed, we can also mention those centred on the relationship between language and space 

(Levinson 1996) or language and colour perception (Thierry et al. 2009); another relevant work 

might be the one conducted by Gentner and Gentner (1983), who, after training some English 

speakers on two different ‘analogical models’ of electricity, revealed how different linguistic 

choices might affect non-linguistic processes, such as reasoning and problem-solving.  

What appears evident is that the relationship between language and the cognitive dimension is 

complex and, due to its interconnection with both the socio-cultural and the embodied reality, 

cannot be avoided while studying the way language affects human’s interaction with the natural 

environment. In this section we have outlined some theories that suggest how conceiving a 

language as a separated mental phenomenon might lead to underestimate its permeating role in 

human cognitive ecology, as demonstrated by the works of Cognitive Linguistics. However, 

despite their important contributions to the conception of language as an interrelated entity, CL’s 

scholars mainly focused on the individual and its mind, excluding the social and dialogical 
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dimension of language, which underlies the interactions among individuals and the construction 

of communities based on shared cultural values. Therefore, the following section is going to 

explore those theories, which focus on this other important facet of language.  

 

2.1.3. Language and the socio-cultural dimension 

Despite the predominance of cognitive sciences in the study of language, and the so-called 

formalist view of language acquisition, in 1990s some scholars, such as Firth and Wagner (1997) 

started challenging this vision and presented new ways of conceptualizing the field (Hall, 

Vitanova, and Marchenkova 2004). Indeed, cognitive linguistics and psycholinguistics did not 

acknowledge the importance of social, cultural and discursive contexts in the study of language 

and the emergence of sociolinguistics shed a light on this pivotal part. However, some ideas 

associated to this discipline had already been formulated by other scholars in 1970s such as E. 

Sapir, G. Herbert Mead, B. L. Whorf, L. Vygotsky, and M. Bakhtin (Marchenkova 2004). In this 

section, we are going to focus on the work of the last two because their theories played an 

important role for the analysis of the socio-cultural dimension of language, despite their different 

fields of investigation. Indeed, Vygotsky was a scholar of developmental psychology and his 

theory has been reframed as sociocultural theory (SCT) in second language studies (Lantolf 

1994; Lantolf and Thorne 2007; Chappell 2014). Bakhtin, instead, analysed language from a 

philosophical and literary critic perspective, and pedagogy was not of his concern; however, his 

theory of language resulted useful for those interested in language learning (Marchenkova 2004) 

and as Emerson (1997) had predicted, his work turned to be very influential for educational 

theory and practice in the 21st century.  

As far as the Vygotskian and, thus, sociocultural theory is concerned, human learning is not an 

individual experience but, it requires social interaction as well as interaction with culturally 

constructed artefacts (Chappell 2014). In particular, according to him, human mental 

development occurs thanks to four main elements: mediation, internalisation, imitation, and zone 

of proximal development.  

The first concept presupposes that human mind is provided with both a neurological base and 

consciousness, which can control the biological part of mind and can help the development of 

higher cognitive skills through higher level cultural tools, such as language, literacy, numeracy 

and so on. Language is actually considered the primary means of mediation and it represents a 
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“buffer between the person and the environment” (Lantolf and Thorne 2007).  Thanks to these 

mediating tools, humans change the world in a way, which would be unthinkable if these did not 

exist, and, by transforming the social world, they also modify themselves and their psychological 

processes. This transformation would not be possible without social interactions, which, together 

with language, constitute the base for the development of higher cognitive functions like logical 

memory, voluntary attention, reasoning, decision-making, and so on.  

The changes in the individual’s cognitive structure stemming from interactions with others are at 

the base of the negotiated process called internalisation; this permits individuals to transform the 

activities they do with others into activities they do for themselves, and, as a consequence, they 

become more independent and able of self-regulation without receiving help from others 

(Chappell 2014). Within this framework, internalisation is mainly possible through imitation, 

which, far from being a passive activity as conceived by behaviourists, it is, instead, a goal-

oriented cognitive activity that can bring a transformation of the original mental model (Lantolf 

and Thorne 2007; Chappell 2014), and, consequently the transition from one learning stage to 

another.  

This transition occurs due and thanks to the existence of a zone of proximal development (ZPD), 

which is usually defined as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined 

by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky 

1978). Hence, it appears evident that both interpersonal activity and ZPD are necessary for the 

learner to mature an intrapersonal activity, and, consequently, become progressively autonomous. 

Within this framework, we can state that Vygotsky and the exponents of SCT see language not 

only as a sign and symbol system that embodies culture but also as a mediating tool, which, 

through social interaction, determines thought development, and personality evolution. Thus, 

according to this view, language has a close relationship with both the cognitive and the 

sociocultural dimension of reality because it is at the base social interaction, sociocultural 

mediation and cognitive development. Additionally, the main principles of Vygotsky’s 

developmental theory have turned to be very useful for the field of second language acquisition. 

Undoubtedly, imitation is fundamental for the internalisation of linguistic structures, especially if 

it is present in the form of private speech, through which learners repeat a structure to 

themselves. On the other hand, the zone of proximal development is not only a constitutive 
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aspect of development but also an educational tool which might be used by language teachers to 

monitor and support the linguistic development of their students (Lantolf and Thorne 2007).  

Despite starting from different premises, Bakhtin’s philosophy leads to a vision of language that 

shares some aspects with Vygotsky’s. Indeed, as well summarised by Hall, Vitanova, and 

Marchenkova (2004),  
 
Bakhtin viewed language as comprising dynamic constellations of sociocultural resources that are fundamentally tied 
to their social and historical contexts”. These collections, which are continuously renewed in social activity, are 
considered central forms of life in that not only are they used to refer to or represent our cultural worlds, but they 
also are the central means by which we bring our worlds into existence, maintain them, and shape them for our own 
purposes.  
 
This quotation conveys the idea that language is a sociocultural instance, which is realised and 

perpetuated through social activity, and which not only reflects our cultural worlds but also 

brings them into existence and moulds them. Thus, the concepts of social interaction and of 

correspondence between language and culture are important pillars of both Vygotskian and 

Bakhtinian theory, together with the representation of language as a shaping agent of our world. 

Differently from Vygotsky, though, Bakhtin did not analyse the cognitive dimension of social 

activity because he was not concerned with the psychological development of the individual but 

rather with the dialogical nature of language.    

Within this perspective, he considered the utterance as “the real unit of speech communication” 

(Bakhtin 1986), and, in particular, as a two-sided action which both gives a response to what 

precedes, and anticipates what is to come. This means that, according to him, utterances establish 

a dialogue between historical and present moments and constitute the foundation for our 

meaning-making process over time and cultural evolution. Consequently, as speakers and writers, 

we all use and reuse language that has already been used, and repropose it in a different guise, 

establishing a dialogue with both past and present speakers and writers.  

The centrality of the concept of dialogue in Bakhtin’s doctrine is confirmed by his deeming it as 

the common thread, which joins his ideas of language, culture, and identity. Indeed, Bakhtin did 

not reduce it to a mere verbal act, like Vygotsky, but he saw it as the basic principle of both 

culture and human existence and as a truth-generating process which is construed between people 

(Bakhtin 1986), and which embraces human experience, consciousness, history, worldview, and 

language and communication (Marchenkova 2004). As a consequence of this ontological 

conception of dialogue, Bakhtin argued that every utterance, before being a linguistic entity, is a 
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claim of different values, such as justice, beauty or sincerity, which are in turn defined through 

their relations with reality and not with language itself (Bakhtin 1986). Therefore, due to this 

tight relationship with living reality, Bakhtin claimed that language should not be studied using 

exclusively the traditional approaches of linguistics, which avoids considering its complex 

interrelations with the world, but by adopting a wider range of disciplines.  

Despite their different perspectives, Bakhtin and Vygotsky shed light on the sociocultural 

dimension on language; thanks to this, the two theories might find a common ground in the 

context of second language acquisition, where, instead of excluding each other, they complement 

their respective views. Indeed, Bakhtin sustained that dialogue can take place only if outsideness 

subsists, namely, only if the interlocutors involved maintain their unique self, differentiate 

themselves from their counterparts, and look at these from the outside. This idea underpins the 

fact that the participants of a language exchange are deemed by Bakhtin as equal individuals 

provided with different knowledge, who paradoxically learn more about their inner selves while 

perceiving the other as different and external. The conception of participants as equal members is 

embedded in the aims of the intercultural dialogue, which has become a prerogative of the 

language education, as a response to globalization and to the increasing diversity of our societies 

(Kramsch 2003). On the contrary, Vygotsky depicted the participants of a conversation not as 

equal contributors but as individuals with uneven knowledge and positions, like novices and 

experts. Within this framework, this disparity represented the key to promote learning, and 

thought development, to open the way for progressive mutual understanding, and, in terms of 

language acquisition, to make a learner internalise a new culture through the mastery of its 

linguistic tools. These apparently opposite ideas concerning the participants’ equality outlined by 

the two theories, are both necessary in the language classroom because they highlight the 

distinctive roles that difference can acquire in the language learning process; indeed Bakhtin 

examines the type of difference which paves the way for mutual, and therefore intercultural 

understanding, whereas Vygotsky focuses on the one which leads to cognitive development, and 

consequently to language acquisition. 

Despite their invaluable contribution to language studies, Vygotsky’s and Bakhtin’s work have 

not been exempt from criticism. In particular, one of the most consistent critiques that 

sociocultural theory has received regarded the lack of a detailed analysis of the sociocultural 

context in which interactions occur, and of how this context relates to language (Hasan 1999). In 
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particular, some scholars (Hasan 1999; Wells 1999) lamented the absence of a complete 

description of how language, as a semiotic mediating tool, contributes to the creation or 

modification of culture and its context.  

For this reason, Wells (1999) argued that Halliday's (1978) theory of language can be considered 

complementary to Vygotsky’s; indeed, his model of Systemic Functional linguistics (SFL) 

conceptualised language and sociocultural context as mutually constitutive and involved in a 

dialectical relationship, where language production has an effect on context, and context impacts 

both the individual linguistic choices and the relationship between interactants. Due to this, 

Halliday (1978) conceived the context as the extra-linguistic situation whose features could be 

described by examining the language used in it, and the text as a passage of discourse coherent 

with the external situation and cohesive within its structure, suggesting the existence of a close 

two-way relationship between text and context.  

Within this perspective, he claimed that the semiotic structure of the context of situation can be 

divided into three different components: the field, or rather the social action characterised by 

participants, processes and circumstances, the tenor, that represents the role structure and the type 

of relationships among participants, and the mode, namely the symbolic organisation of the text. 

These three components are projected onto three domains of the semantic system of the text, 

which are respectively defined as the experiential, the interpersonal and the textual semantic 

domains. Without delving into the details of SFL theory, we can state that Halliday provided an 

insight on the close relationship between language and its surrounding context, suggesting that 

these co-evolve, dialectically construe each other, and are parts of a single “bio-social-cultural 

process of development” (Cole 1996).  

In the last two sections, we have presented a series of language theories that belong to opposite 

fields of linguistic research, which, using Kramsch's (2003) terminology,   respectively are 

Language Acquisition and Language Socialization. The first defines language as a symbolic 

system used to encode reality, the latter, instead, describes it as a practice shared by members of a 

community. Despite the claimed opposition of the two, their dividing line is not clear-cut and 

both Halliday’s SFL and Vigotsky’s developmental theory attempted to connect the two fields, 

respectively by showing how the structure of a language can reflect and enact some patterns of 

socialisation, and by outlining the role of social interactions in the development of individual 

cognitive functions (Kramsch 2003). Although not mentioned by Kramsch (2003), another 
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attempt to find a common ground between the two fields might be represented by the work of 

Cognitive Linguistics, which delineates  language and cognition as embodied entities embedded 

in the socio-physical reality. Despite scholar’s initial intentions, Kramsch (2003) underlined how 

the constitutive principles of Hallidian and Vygotskian theories do not really overcome the 

famous dichotomy between the individual language user and the social environment, and the 

same observation can be done also for the field of Cognitive Linguistics.  Indeed, they mainly 

outline the idea that language users and the social contexts co-construct each other in a dialectical 

relationship, but this does not exclude the distinction of the two elements.  Within this 

perspective, Language Acquisition and Language Socialisation seem prisoners of their 

corresponding metaphors, and this never-ending opposition between the two frames might be 

overcome by the metaphor of ‘ecology’ and its conception of “language users and the 

environment as between parts of living organisms” (Kramsch 2003). Hence, the adoption of an 

ecological approach for the study of language might illuminate on the complex interrelations 

between individuals and environment, which, as we have seen, does not have a univocal 

definition when referred to language. Since we have already outlined some features of the 

cognitive and socio-cultural ecology of language, in the following section, we are going to focus 

on the relationship between language and its physical dimension.  

 

2.1.4. Language and the physical dimension  

With his talk at the 1990 AILA conference in Thessaloniki, Michael Halliday gave an important 

impetus to the study of the relationship between language and the physical environment, 

particularly in the ontological area of ecological problems (Fill and Mühlhäusler 2001; Fill 2009; 

Steffensen and Fill 2014). In this paper, he claimed that growthism, classism, or environmental 

destruction should not only be a prerogative of natural or social sciences but a concern for 

applied linguistics (Halliday 1992). Indeed, he endorsed the belief the grammar of languages -

intended as lexicogrammar, without a real distinction between grammar and vocabulary- 

construes our reality and shapes our experience. After Halliday, other scholars have shown their 

interest in the topic (Goatly 1996; Schleppegrell 1997; Mühlhäusler 2003) and Fill (2009) 

summed up the main points that have emerged from the debate, claiming that:  

1. Standard Average European (SAE) languages include ideologies of growthism, sexism and 

classism. In particular, they suggest the idea of limitlessness of resources, and superiority of 
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human beings, as exemplified by the use of mass nouns for resources (e.g. water, oil, carbon, 

energy, etc.), and the absence of animals and plants from many collocations with verbs like 

believe, think, know and so on. Halliday shows how the concept of growth is deeply 

‘engrammatised’ in these languages as it often presents a positive connotation, opposed to the 

negatively-connoted idea of shrinkage; on the other hand the inanimate environment is often 

presented as a passive entity which is highly contrasted by the agency of human kind and its 

presumption of being unique (Halliday 1992).  

2. SAE languages give a fragmented view of the world, caused by their division of events into 

things (nouns) and processes (verbs), and their consequent characterisation of phenomena as 

composed by agentive participants, actions, affected participants, and circumstances (e.g. The 

men / burnt / the forest / in Brazil). This is reflected in the frequent use of transitive 

sentences, which, according to Goatly (1996), can be deemed as the grammatical 

representation of a Newtonian worldview. Indeed, in this vision, events are a result of the 

linear correspondence between cause and effect, and therefore involve an active participant 

who acts upon a passive one. As a counterexample of this, Goatly (2017) describes the case 

of the Algoquin language Blackfoot, whose grammar represents the world as a system of 

interacting processes and, therefore, is characterised by an almost total absence of nouns.  

3. SAE languages name and describe the world only in terms of its usefulness for human 

activities. Particularly, non-human organisms are divided into beneficial and non-beneficial 

ones, and dictionary definitions of plants and animals principally include information on how 

these can be fruitful for humans. In addition, the adjectives and nouns used to refer to land, 

such as barren, poor, rich, wasteland, and so on, are always a function of human use and 

exploitation. 

4. Not only the vocabulary, but also the metaphoric system of SAE languages promotes 

ideologies of growthism and anthropocentrism. Indeed, SAE languages perpetuate our 

thinking in terms of growth (e.g. More is better, big is valuable; example taken from Fill 

2009) and in terms of human control over nature.  

The reported debate has also shown also some controversial opinions concerning the grammatical 

metaphor of nominalisation, which is mainly used in the language of science and which consists 

in the linguistic realisation of processes through nouns instead of verbs. Halliday (1992) and 

Shleppergrill (1997) consider nominalisation an unecological metaphor because its 
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transformation of processes into things reinforces the image of a world made of things, which can 

be used and exploited, instead of a world made of happenings (Halliday and Martin 1993). In 

addition, the two scholars highlight the fact that when nominalisation is employed in 

environmental texts, it deletes the agent from the utterances, distracting the attention from the 

human actors involved in the process (e.g. deforestation, whale slaughtering, habitat loss, ozone 

destruction etc.).  

Goatly (1996), instead, sees nominalization as a metaphor, which is more congruent to the 

representation the world conceived by modern science, where the focus is on the processes and 

not on the actors or the causes of events, like in the Newtonian science. This, according to him, 

would challenge the idea that humans can dominate nature, which is embedded in the structure of 

the overemployed transitive sentences, and it would contribute to the construction of a more 

green grammar.  As a response to this observation, Shleppegrell (1997) claimed that the use of 

agentless nominalisations in the environmental texts proposed to students, not only constitutes an 

obstacle for their comprehension, especially if they do not have a preliminary knowledge of 

transitive sentences, but it also induces them to employ indeterminate agents, such as people, 

humans or us, while talking about environmental issues. According to Shleppegrell, this use of 

generic agents, especially us, suggests the idea that we, as individuals, are responsible for the 

environmental crisis and, consequently, for the search of a solution to it. However, it is important 

to notice that this crisis has not been caused by individual actors taken as singular instances but 

by those institutions that have arisen through the historical processes of industrialization and 

globalization. Basing on this perspective, “the problem of language and ecology in this regard is 

not the human-centerdness of transitive clauses, but the paucity of information of the word 

people” (Shleppegrell 1997). Apart from the discrepancies of some of the positions involved in 

the debate, what stems from the research in this field is that our ideologies and conceptions of the 

world are construed in language, mainly SAE languages, and that problems such as growthism or 

classism should not be only a social but also a linguistic concern (Halliday 1992).  

Another example which shows the effects of lexicogrammar on our conception of the world is the 

already-mentioned comparison between Amerindian Languages and English that Chawla (1991) 

did in order to prove that the latter encourages the tendency to fragment reality, rather than 

providing a holistic and, therefore, more ecological vision of it. Below, we are going to report the 
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main features of Amerindian languages that, contrasted to English, entail a more all-embracing 

conception of reality: 
 (1) Amerindian languages make a distinction between real and imaginary nouns, (2) they do not give form to 
intangibles and mass nouns, and (3) they treat time as being continuous. In contrast, the English language uses the 
same linguistic structure for real and imaginary nouns, constantly tries to give form to intangibles and mass nouns, 
and has a fragmented (three-dimensional) conception of time. 

(Chawla 1991) 

Although Chawla focused more on the lexicogrammatical characters of the nouns, he drew 

conclusions, which are similar to those reported by the scholars who mainly examined the whole 

sentence and the grammatical metaphors. Undoubtedly, the analysis of lexicogrammar is well-

suited to raise awareness on how we use language and on what is embedded in our linguistic 

choices, however it has one major downplay: we cannot instantly transform SAE languages’ 

structure (Halliday 1992; Alexander and Stibbe 2014) into languages which resemble, for 

instance, the above-mentioned Ameridian languages. This would be an impossible and rather 

worthless enterprise because it would distract the attention form the real biophysical and social 

issues (Steffensen and Fill 2014) that we are facing. Notwithstanding, it might provide the right 

platform to introduce some changes, which, hopefully, would create more stable ecological 

patterns in our languages throughout their slow but inevitable evolution. 

Due to the downplays of this approach, many exponents of ecolinguistics have decided to orient 

their attention towards the analysis of texts and discourses, in order to have a more general and 

contextualised perspective on language. Therefore, in the next section, we will examine the 

discourse-oriented part of eco-linguistics. 

 

2.2 Environment and discourse 

2.2.1. The ecology of discourse 

In the previous section, we have seen how the grammatical metaphor called nominalisation has 

caused the emergence of different positions concerning its role in environmental texts, and these 

positions are all fairly reasonable, if analysed in their own framework of reference. However, 

deciding whether nominalisation promotes or not a Newtonian worldview is impossible if we do 

not consider the linguistic and the extra-linguistic context in which it is used. Therefore, the 

effects of a noun-like entity cannot be understood without analysing the text and the discourse in 
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which we find it, because different discourses usually imply different meaning-making processes 

(Fairclough 2003). What emerges from this observation is that the meaning of words and 

structures is constructed both by the text and the context where they appear and it cannot be 

defined or examined in isolation from the rest; for this reason, many scholars of ecolinguistics, 

despite recognising the importance of the Hallidian word-oriented approach, have preferred 

adopting a discourse-oriented approach to investigate the relationship between language and 

environment, conceived in all its different dimensions.  

The term ‘discourse’ has become common currency for a variety of different disciplines, from 

sociology to linguistics, it has been used in reference to both literary and non-literary texts, and it 

has probably the widest range of different meanings (Mills 2004). In the dictionaries, it is usually 

defined as a synonym of verbal communication or conversation but when, in 1960s, it was 

adopted by French philosophy, it began to be used by many theoretical frameworks. Initially, it 

was distinguished from the concept of ‘text’ because of its main verbal features in contrast with 

the both oral and written nature of texts (Crystal 1987; Stubbs 1983); then it started being 

opposed to the concept of ‘language system’ (Benveniste 1971) embracing both verbal and 

written communication, until Fowler defined it as speech or writing embodying beliefs, values, 

ideologies and representations of the world (Mills 2004).  

The scholar who made the concept of discourse popular in social research was Foucault 

(Fairclough 2003). In particular, he defined it as “the domain of all statements”, which 

indistinctively included texts, utterances, and other constituent elements of language. Foucault 

was not interested in a detailed analysis of linguistic bodies such as texts or utterances but in 

discerning the rules which governed those bodies (Fairclough 2003). Indeed, he claimed that 

world is structured by knowledge and that certain people or social groups manage to shape that 

‘flow of knowledge’ through language and discourse. In particular, ideologies formulate ideas 

about the world, which under certain conditions, become unquestionable facts and generally-

accepted regimens of truth, thanks to which power is exerted without encountering resistance. 

Over the years, Foucault firstly analysed discourse as an instrument to understand the 

mechanisms and the underlying structure of power and hegemony, then he became more 

interested in investigating how discourse influences people’s mentality and prompts them to 

behave in ways that have been decided by those in charge.   

Although, Foucault’s perspective on discourse has been highly influential for some branches of 
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language studies, such as Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the definition of discourse adopted 

by scholars of linguistics starts from different premises, which, as imaginable, are related to the 

concepts language and texts. From a sociolinguistic and ethnolinguistic perspective, discourse 

has been described as the perfect union of a text and its context, conceived both as the external 

and co-textual situation (Antelmi 2012). However, in the perspective of the French school of 

Discourse Analysis (Charaudeau and Maingueneau 2002; Maingueneau 2002; 2014; Antelmi 

2012), discourse is seen as the interdependent, dialectical, and almost symbiotic relationship 

between text and context, according to which text is both part of the context and contributes to its 

determination. This view entails a definition of discourse as (Antelmi 2012):  

• A coherent and organized linguistic unit which is above the sentence and which is endowed 

with meaning, develops in time, and is subject to interruptions, reformulations or change of 

perspective; 

• A contextualized unit which is co-costructed by and co-depend on the context;  

• An interactive and dialogical process, such as Bakhtin conceived it;  

• A form of action expressed by speakers in the shape of speech acts (Austin 1962; Searle 

1969), such as state, describe, promise, prohibit, allow, and so on;  

• A product but also the unifying element of a discursive community whose membership is 

defined by some common communication norms, and by the selection of a particular 

discourse genre and style;  

• A unit that is part of an interdiscourse, which, in turn, this includes contemporary and past 

discourses, a group of discourses which are antagonists in a certain period (e.g. global and no-

global), or the discursive memory deposited in our language, which functions as a meaning 

matrix. No matter what role it has, the interdiscourse is an upstream element which might be 

considered as a space in which various discourses take place;  

• An entity which has a “position” within the interdiscourse and which aims to persuade its 

addressee, even when not overtly;  

• An element which takes place in a specific time and place, which itself contributes to create.   

Considering all these characteristics, we can say that discourse is part of but also construes our 

social, cognitive, and even physical reality. Indeed, Fairclough (2003) called the “‘order of 

discourse’, the relatively durable social structuring of language which is itself one element of the 

relatively durable structuring and networking of social practices”. In particular, he maintained 
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that there are three levels of social phenomena: the social structures, the social practices, and the 

social events. The first corresponds to the level of the abstract social entities and is represented by 

language; the second consists in a mediating level denoted by the orders of discourse, whereas 

the third contains the actual social happenings, which are symbolised by texts. In Fairclough’s 

vision, discourse represents the level that can make structures relate to events, and therefore 

which is pivotal for the actualization of real social happenings. In this perspective, the 

intermediate level discourse is itself realised through three main aspects: genres, discourses -the 

countable noun-, and styles. Discourses, in particular, entail not only the representations of the 

world as it is, but also the representations of other possible worlds, which are different from the 

actual one and which can potentially project a change in it.  

These representations of reality are defined as ideologies by some exponents of Discourse 

Analysis, and the term ideology has been borrowed by Lakoff's (1993) vision of Cognitive 

Linguistics, according to which: 
Any ideology is a conceptual system of a particular kind, including a moral system. However, ideologies have both 
conscious and unconscious aspects. If you ask someone with a political ideology what she believes, she will give a 
list of beliefs and perhaps some generalisations. A cognitive linguist, looking at what she says, will most likely pick 
out unconscious frames and metaphors lying behind her conscious beliefs. To me, that is the interesting part of 
ideologies – the hidden, unconscious part. It is there that cognitive linguists have a contribution to make.  

This concept entails a cognitive dimension of discourse where ideologies embody the speakers’ 

mental representation of reality, whether consciously expressed or not. In particular, they offer a 

framework of interpretation of reality that determines the attitude of individuals towards the 

world, which is manifested and construed in the discourse of a peculiar group (Antelmi 2018). As 

a consequence, these mental models influence our sociocultural beliefs, and, hence, constitute a 

form of social cognition, shared by the members of a particular community (Dijk 2009). 

Undoubtedly, as Reboul (1980) stated, there is interdependency among ideology, society, 

cognition and discourse and this affects our actions and our interaction with the physical 

dimension of reality.  

Within this perspective, then, we consider discourse as an ecological entity which presents 

dialectical relationships not only with the different dimensions of the environment, but also with 

the abstract level of language and the concrete level of actual texts. The manifold nature of 

discourse’s relationships with the world make us maintain the idea that discourse analysis is a 

practice that fosters a more ecocentric perception of language, reason why we think it would be 

very fruitful for language education.  
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The practice of discourse analysis entails the search for hidden ideologies, omissions, or 

mystifications in people’s language use, which might sneakily influence our perception of reality, 

as well as contribute to its creation. Going beyond the text is, indeed, the aim of the disciplines of 

Discourse Analysis (DA) and Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which, despite their common 

traits, present also some differences. In particular, they both examine language in use, in the oral 

and written form, and therefore study structures in their own context. However, the first mainly 

focuses on how speakers deliver and package information, in order to find the implicit norms in 

the text, whereas the second has a more social orientation, and is interested in investigating how 

the relations of power have shaped social practices, identities and systems of knowledge through 

discourse (Mills 2004). The main criticism that has been moved to DA regards firstly the absence 

of a fully social orientation in its practice, secondly, its conception of language as a product 

(Fowler et al. 2018; Fairclough 1992), and thirdly, an insufficient attention to interpretation, 

which is considered as unique and identical for everybody. On the contrary, CDA considers 

utterances as ambivalent and subject to different interpretations, whereas it is criticised for its 

simplistic analysis of linguistic forms and functions in relation to power (Mills 2004).  

Considering these premises, DA and CDA can be pivotal to study environmental discourse in in 

order to uncover the ideologies, the beliefs and the representations of the environment conveyed 

in politics, media, advertisement, or literature. For this reason, in the next section we are going to 

outlinr of the main studies conducted on the discourse about environment.  

 

2.2.2. Environment in discourse 

Due to the increasing worldwide awareness of the global environmental crisis, the last decade has 

seen an abrupt rise of environmental discourses and a growing interest of different disciplines, 

from anthropology to linguistics, in it (Mühlhäusler and Peace 2006). Like Mühlhäusler and 

Peace (2006), we define environmental discourse as the kind of discourse that contains 

arguments concerning the relationship between humans and the environment. Interestingly, after 

the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), also known as the 

Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit (or Rio Summit), held in 1992, environmental discourse has 

focused more on the phenomena of environmental degradation caused by the humans, and a 

practical example of this is reported in the study conducted by Castrechini et al. (2014) on 

Spanish news coverage;  this work noticed a shift from scientific to political discourse on the 
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environment and a consequent presence in Spanish newspapers of a greater reflection on 

environmental issues. Although this study was circumscribed to Spain, it is emblematic of the 

general trend described by Mühlhäusler and Peace (2006) in their work. Indeed, the two scholars 

conducted a study to individuate the salient features of environmental discourse, and to identify 

the proper instrument to analyse it, using Hymes’ (1972) ethnography of speaking.  

What emerged from their research is that: 

• There is a tendency to equate the notion of environment with what sustains human life and what pleases humans. 
Most discourses are anthropocentric. 

• Most discourses are focused on local concerns and issues covering no more than a human life span.  
• There are discursive attempts to globalize environmental discourse, but this is a small part of the totality of 

possible ones.  
(Mühlhäusler and Peace 2006) 

 

Another feature that the study has highlighted is the presence of uncertainty concerning the 

societal consequences of environmental issues, and a resulting use of forms of narrative and 

rhetoric discourses, reason why Discourse Analysis appear as a proper instrument of 

examination. This study is fairly important because it managed to join, under the same umbrella, 

a “polyphony” of discourses concerning the environment. Indeed, since the analysis of 

environmental discourses is a nascent field of enquiry, it presents much pre-theoretical taxonomy, 

which might be confusing at times: some consider environmental discourses only as political, 

others, instead divide them into scientific, moral, economic, aesthetic macro-discourses, whereas 

others focus on the micro-discourses of green consumerism, green advertising, and green 

policies. Although defining these different discourses as ‘political’ is quite simplistic, it is 

undeniable that the political discourse on environment is multi-voiced since it includes discourse 

produced by scientists, politicians, corporates and media popularisers (Alexander 2017), and 

therefore it embraces different genres of discourses and much of the taxonomy mentioned above.  

As Kuha (2017) stated, the language of politics includes not only constitutions, high level 

documents, and environmental policies and regulations, but also the discourses, produced by 

social actors, such as governmental and non-governmental social institutions, and the media. As a 

consequence, the genres of political environmental discourses go beyond the traditional speeches, 

interviews or political campaigning. In his work Kuha (2017) gathered the main issues addressed 

in the environmental discourses in politics. Firstly, he analysed their framing, intended as a series 

of cognitive orientations that activate different sets of values and beliefs that help interpret reality 
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in a certain way and provide a type of solution to certain problems (Lakoff 2010). What emerged 

is that environmental matters are often framed as a threat to security, at times as an opportunity 

for economy, or as a topic of social/environmental justice. Secondly, he examined the labels 

given to both environmental problems and social actors: the first are usually labelled vaguely and 

are not defined precisely whereas the second are usually divided into ‘climate believers’ and 

‘climate deniers’ as if climate change were a matter of religion or superstition and not a scientific 

fact. Thirdly, he studied how language users construct their agency and responsibility concerning 

the environmental crisis; it appeared that many social actors tend to describe positively the efforts 

of their own nation, while discrediting or pinpointing other nations’ lack of actions in terms of 

the reduction of gas emissions or other environmental measures.  

Within his work, Kuha (2017) also specified that the popular notion of sustainable development 

was proposed for the first time as a possible solution for the environmental crisis in the Brutland 

Report in 1987 (see Chapter 3). Interestingly, this concept is now part of most of environmental 

discourses but, despite its success, it is rather controversial (Antelmi 2018). Indeed, from a DA 

perspective, the wording sustainable development belongs to categories of expressions, which are 

aimed at being captivating (catchwords), and fashionable (buzzwords), but which have a vague 

and obscure meaning. These expressions are usually used for abstract concepts (e.g. democracy, 

civil society, active citizenship), on which there seems to be a common agreement but which 

actually have divergent meanings, depending on the speakers’ opinions. Despite these 

controversies, this type of vocabulary often guides institutional decision and embodies 

undisputable values and beliefs (Antelmi 2018). Concerning the case of sustainable development, 

we can say that, after its appearance in UN documents, it has widely spread and it is now part a 

sort of a common encyclopaedia of discourses that foster environmental protection. However, its 

divisive nature is embedded even in its linguistic structure; indeed, it joins the apparently 

opposite terms development and sustainable/sustainability. The first implies both the act of 

“being in a process” and its result but nowadays it is associated to the concepts of progress, 

economic and technologic growth, expansion, and positive evolution of humankind in terms of 

civilisation. The second, instead, was originally connected to the concept of duration, and 

promoted the attention on the long-term consequences of human action over nature. In the 

Brundtland Report, the two words came together for the first time, conveying the idea that the 

possibility to protect the environment is bound to technological and social improvement, and 
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therefore to economic growth. The paradox is that the continuous growth implied by 

neoliberalism and the free market, which are the sustaining pillars of global economy, are also the 

main cause of the environmental degradation that they are supposed to solve (Antelmi 2018).  

Despite this, the term has been accepted and broadly used, becoming part of the list of ambiguous 

expressions employed in environmental discourse, especially by media.  

Interestingly, Shultz (1992) described the linguistic devices used to talk about the environmental 

degradation and, among these, he included the euphemisms, defined as strategies that make 

issues appear better (Penz 2017). The expressions global warming and climate change are 

examples of these: they were first used in scientific documents but, after the Rio Summit in 1992, 

they started being used by the media, often as if they were interchangeable. Shultz (1992) 

underlines the negative effects of the use of euphemism in terms of protection of the natural 

environment, and, for the specific case of the expressions mentioned above, she proposes to 

substitute them with the more appropriate wording (human-induced) climate dislocation (Penz 

2017) to promote a higher awareness of the human role in environmental degradation. In 

addition, although often considered interchangeable, the two expressions have different meanings 

and respectively refer to the gradual increase of global temperature and to the worldwide change 

of climate patterns. The fact that these expressions are greatly used by the media, suggests how 

their “representations of environmental issues do not represent facts but reflect and negotiate 

power relations and can be seen as shaping the knowledge and discourses between individuals 

and communities” (Penz 2017). Starting from this premises, Penz (2017) conducted a study on 

the framing of climate change that emerges from environmental discourses covered by English 

language media. The outcomes of this research are similar to those obtained by Kuha (2017) in 

his investigation on the language of politics. In particular, Penz (2017) found that, the frames in 

which climate change is presented by the media can be grouped in five main categories:  

1. Certainty/Uncertainty: the so-called climate deniers present climate change as if it was an 

uncertain possibility, especially in U.S. newspapers.  

2. Risk or Uncertainty: European, British, Argentinian and Colombian media often describe 

climate change using extreme lexicon, entailing the ideas of catastrophe and urgency, and 

therefore discouraging human action due to its being beyond human control.  

3. Business and Economics: media principally perpetuate the elite’s purposes, which are 

represented by neoliberal policies; indeed, international newspapers, especially U.S. and 
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Brazilian, seem to focus on the negative economic impact of possible solutions to climate 

change. 

4. Security: climate change has often been connected to climate wars or other conflicts, 

promoting the conception of both climate change and environmental policies as existential 

threats, and pushing the governments to secure water, energy and food storage for their own 

nations. 

5. Mitigation – Finding solutions: mitigation and adaptation are the frames mainly promoted my 

different organizations and actors, entailing that geoengineering technologies are thought to 

provide innovative solution to climate change, as if they were the only options to save 

humanity.  

What appears evident is that the underlying ideologies suggested by the main frames of 

environmental discourses in media do not promote awareness concerning ecology and 

environmental protection but rather contribute to the perpetuation of the dominant neoliberal 

discourse. This has been confirmed by Dryzek (1997) in his book entitled ‘The Politics of the 

Earth’, where he argues that the type of environmental discourse which emerges with the most 

force is the Promethean discourse. This conceives Earth as endowed with unlimited resources, 

which are bound to be exploited in order to generate material wellness.  Therefore, this discourse 

is grounded with the ideas of both environmental limitlessness, and human innovation as a 

solution to every problem; as a consequence it perfectly dovetails with the market libertarianism 

and the connected notion of individual freedom of entrepreneurship, as a source of continuous 

innovation. Within this perspective, environmental and economic discourses flow into each other 

while promoting a business-friendly view of the environment (Murphy 2013). A similar 

observation has been made by Uzoechi (2014) with regards to the Nigerian issue of oil complex; 

this term is used to refer to the petro-violence and all the phenomena related to oil resources, 

especially in developing countries. In this context, the perpetration of the Promethean discourse 

by the mass media has caused severe environmental issues attendant to the exploitation of oil 

fields.  Despite the dissemination of this discourse, in both Latin America and Nigeria there are 

examples of environmental discourses, which resist the dominant one through alternative 

platforms. The first has a long tradition of questioning power, represented by the state, the 

corporates or the dominant capitalist hegemony, through a rich custom of cultural criticism, 

stemming from the knowledge of indigenous populations (Murphy 2013). The most significant 
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examples are represented by Ecuador and Bolivia.  

 
In Ecuador, professional artists and activists are working collectively and creatively through the new constitution’s 
framing of the “ sumak kawsay ” (good living) to establish a green-leaning media policy. Whereas in Bolivia’ s case, 
because of citizens’ distrust of private and state media, and international investors, indigenous communities have 
taken it upon themselves to set up local media centres to create dialogue, re-establish roots and trajectories of 
identity, and confront environment issues, which are understood as indivisible. In both cases, efforts at elaborating 
alternative environmental discourses are organized around the respect and care for the environment, and draw their 
strength from socially integrated networks and cultural memory grounded in indigenous (Andean – Amazonia) 
cultural heritage. 

(Murphy 2013) 

In Nigeria, instead, different organizations and activists have relied and still rely on social media 

to spread a counter-discourse, which opposes to the dominant one, and to foster awareness on the 

intricate issue of the oil complex (Uzoechi 2014).  

A reflection that stems from the example of Nigeria is that the analysis of environmental media 

discourse has been mainly carried out on traditional mass media such as newspapers, or TV, 

whereas there is little research on how discourse on environment is built on social media. This 

might be an interesting field for future investigation, especially due to the emerging presence of 

the so-called “green influencers”, namely public figures who proclaim themselves as advocates of 

environmental protection, and use their platforms on social media to promote ecological habits. 

The noteworthy aspect of influencers, in general, is that they are paid to advertise products and, 

in a certain way, to create a trust-based relationship with their followers in order to induce them 

to buy certain items or pursue certain actions. Therefore, studying their discourses on their 

environment might be useful to uncover the ideologies underneath and to discover if these belong 

to the dominant current or actually encourage a more ecological behaviour. In addition, this 

analysis would add a further perspective to the study of environmental discourse in 

advertisements, which has been pursued by a series of scholars (e.g. Howlett and Raglon 1992; 

Stöckl and Molnar 2017; Antelmi 2018). Indeed, the growing interest in ecology has given the 

chance to corporates and companies to use the environment as a new economic opportunity, 

thanks to the construction a more appealing green image through advertisement. Advertisement 

is a peculiar genre of discourse, which, in the context of environmental discourse presents two 

subgenres: eco-advertising (or green advertising) and green-washed advertising (or green-

washing). The first is aimed at promoting products by explicitly addressing their relationship with 

the natural environment, by fostering an ecological lifestyle, and by presenting a corporate image 

of environmental responsibility (Stöckl and Molnar 2017). The latter, instead, “constitutes the act 
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of disseminating false, vague or misleading information to consumers with the deliberate aim to 

present a company’s environmental practices or a product’s/service’s ecological benefits in a 

more favourable (green/ecologically responsible) light” (Stöckl and Molnar 2017). The study 

conducted by Stöckl and Molnar (2017) showed how eco-advertising mainly uses romanticized 

images of nature and “conventionalized eco-designed scenes” presenting them as pure and 

authentic, whereas green-washed advertsing uses the same strategies but highlighting in an 

exaggerate way the intertextual connections between their product and nature. Howlett and 

Raglon (1992) have underlined how nature imagery has always been used in advertisements but 

what has changed over the years is the type of underlying associations that companies want to 

trigger in people who might be potential buyers. Indeed, before 1970s, nature was mainly used to 

convey the idea of ‘naturalness’ of the product in order to make it appear beneficial; the only 

goods which were accompanied by pictures of hostile nature were those employed for ‘cures’, 

such as insecticides or animal traps. After 1970s, instead, nature has been mainly used to foster 

an image of the company as interested in collaborating with nature to contain the progression of 

environmental degradation.  

What can been drawn from the analysis of advertising is that the environmental discourse 

requires a multimodal approach due to the multimodal nature of discourse: texts and words are 

often accompanied by images and symbols. As a matter of fact, the relationship between culture 

and nature is tighter than we think and the metaphors associated to nature stem from the cultural 

use of natural symbols. This implies that the usage of natural imagery underpins a series of 

ideologies which can be uncovered through DA or CDA. Hansen (2017), for example, studied the 

visual representation of environment, in order to examine how different pictures manage to 

signify environment in very different ways. Images of nature are used not only in advertisement 

and promotional communication, but also in news and factual representation, as well as in films 

and entertainment media. Within this context, various studies have individuated three main 

categories of visual representation of reality: images of nature and environment, images of 

industry and technology, and images of people (Hansen 2017). For the first two categories, 

natural and industrial environment is usually presented as decontextualised, feature that has 

important consequences: global, distant, and decontextualised images of environmental damage 

are more difficult to relate to and, therefore they can disconnect the viewers from the processes of 

global capitalism and consumerism. In addition to this, natural images are also aestheticized, 
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especially in advertisement, so that they resonate with deeper cultural discourses, such as the 

romantic idea of unspoilt wilderness, usually associated to the pleasant feeling of freedom. The 

purpose of this process is to sell products as environmentally-friendly, as already shown by the 

above-mentioned works.  

If natural and industrial images are often decontextualized and open to different interpretations, 

people imagery is, instead, more specific, and shows recognisable people in specific contexts. 

Interestingly, ordinary people are usually represented as victims of environmental disasters and, 

as a result, they appear marginalised from the processes of decision-making; on the other hand, 

authorities are frequently represented in active roles, such as reporting or studying, conveying the 

idea of their agency and power in confronting these issues. This analysis shows how images and 

graphics are not neutral but, instead, have a political orientation which might be hard for lay 

viewers to decode but, which can subtly influence their perception of the represented subject. 

Indeed, Walsh's (2015) study on the visual rhetoric of climate change images analysed how this is 

often figured as an overwhelming out-of-reach problem that can actually be solved only by the 

elites.  

Furthermore, Antelmi (2018) underlines how the dominant discourse on the environment serves 

to promote the concept of the green economy, which is in turn related to the notion of sustainable 

development. Within this framework, the so-called green economy promises to maintain the 

wealth of developed countries, to fight the poverty in undeveloped nations, and to create new 

jobs, while respecting and protecting the environment. According to Antelmi (2018), the 

discourse perpetuated by this economic idea constructs a reality where people are responsible for 

the future of the Earth through the choices they make everyday and their virtuous behaviours. 

What emerges from these observations is that environmental discourse is part of a greater 

discourse generated by the neoliberal model on which society is based. Interestingly, Antelmi 

(2018) borrowed the foucauldian ideas of governmentality, governance and biopolitics to explain 

how power is exerted in modernity, also through environmental discourse. In particular, she 

highlighted that, in modern society, the State is no longer the guarantor of the wealth of the 

population, expressed through the welfare, but it is the regulator of the interests of individuals. In 

this way, there are few activities on which governmental institutions intervene formally, while 

there are many others, which are left to the decisions of experts and individuals. Within this 

context, ecological choices belong to the group of self-regulated activities and living in a healthy 
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environment is no longer a right but more a duty for people, who are deemed responsible for it. 

The subjectivity of responsibility described by Antelmi (2018) might contradict what 

individuated by Welsh’s (2015) analysis of visual rhetoric; however if we consider corporates as 

the actual elites and the subjectivity of responsibility a form of power exertion through discourse, 

we can claim that the two works do not contradict each other.  

The reported studies are just a hint of the complexity of environmental discourse and of the 

perspective from which it can be analysed and studied using both DA and CDA. Alexander and 

Stibbe (2014) provided a detailed list of works, which analysed environmental discourse also in 

the fields of agribusiness, and ecotourism, whereas other scholars (Cook and Sealey 2017; 

Trampe 2017) studied the discursive representation of animals and their killing highlighting how 

these are often depicted as a function of human beings.  

From this brief overview of some of the main works in the field, we can see how the principal 

purpose of these studies corresponds to an attempt to generate critical awareness on how 

discourse creates the natural environment and defines the role of the social actors in relation to it. 

In addition to this, Alexander and Stibbe (2014) specified that all types of discourses have a 

potential impact on the relationship between humans and living ecosystem, not only those which 

directly address the environment - an example of this might be represented by the discourses on 

economy. As a consequence, they suggest that the role of ecolinguistics, is not only to use DA 

and CDA to promote awareness on the environment, but also to foster an ecological analysis of 

all discourses and to provide a series of alternatives which might resist the dominant discourse on 

the environment. For this reason, in the following section, we will outline the main features of the 

ecological analysis of discourse.  

 

2.2.3. The ecological analysis of discourses 

Alexander and Stibbe (2014) claimed that: 
[…] the primary focus of ecolinguistics is on discourses which have an impact on the way that humans interact with 
each other, other species and the environment. Among those discourses are those of environmentalism, ecology, and 
biological conservation, but it would be a mistake to think that these are the only discourses which have an impact on 
how humans treat the systems that support life, or even that these are the primary ones. Articles in the online journal 
Language and Ecology (www.ecoling.net/journal.html) have, for example, explored the discourses of men’s health 
magazines, consumer electronics magazines, advertising, neoclassical economics, financial institutions, and animal 
product industries.  

This implies that almost every discourse could be analysed through an ecological framework, in 
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order to estimate its potential consequences for the environment. As we have already stated, 

Halliday (1990) claimed that the English lexicogrammar (but in general SAE lexicogrammars) 

labels the concept of ‘growth’ as always positive, a concept that impact negatively on people’s 

conception of reality. Indeed, Alexander and Stibbe (2014) reported how the term ‘growth’ is 

abundantly used in economy and how it has become a parameter to measure the wellbeing of a 

population  through the calculation of the GDP (Gross Domestic Product). The story entailed by 

this conception is that the happiness of people is defined by what they possess and that their life 

can be improved mainly if they buy what they want (Stibbe 2015). There is no doubt that this 

perspective leads to the exploitation and consequent degradation of the natural environment, 

reason why is should be substituted by other discourses and metaphors which entail a different 

treatment of natural resources.  

This example shows how the ecological analysis of discourses must be guided by a series of 

philosophical assumptions and beliefs, concerning the value of life in all its forms, which, in turn, 

stem from the set of ethical principles of the person who conducts the analysis; without these, any 

evaluation of the e ecological impact of certain discourses would be impossible (Alexander and 

Stibbe 2014). Indeed, every critical discourse analysis cannot be separated from the ethical 

framework of the analysts and, in the context of environmental discourse, from their beliefs 

concerning ecology. Within this perspective, Naess (1989) has introduced the term ecosophy to 

define this set of beliefs, and Stibbe (2015) has employed it to propose a classification of 

discourse, dividing it into destructive, ambivalent, and beneficial discourse for the environment. 

Within the first group, he includes discourse on neoliberal economics, consumerism, advertising 

and intensive agriculture; the second comprises discourse on environmentalism, ecology, 

conservation, sustainability and green adverting, whereas the third contains nature writing (or 

ecocomposition), traditional indigenous writing, haiku nature poetry, and Native-American 

literature.  

The idea of a beneficial discourse is aligned with the proposal of a type of analysis called 

Positive Discourse Analysis (PDA) (Martin 2004; Stibbe 2017), in addition to the traditional 

CDA. Indeed, what Stibbe (2017) laments is the lack of discourse that can contrast the damaging 

dominant one, and therefore that can propose alternative forms of human relationship with the 

environment. If CDA is aimed at promoting awareness through the uncovering of hidden 

ideologies in discourse, PDA does not only limit to that but also fosters practical action for social 
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change through the selection of beneficial discourses. The differences between CDA and PDA 

can be compared to those between ecocriticism and ecocomposition in literary studies.  Indeed, 

the first is a form of literary criticism concerned with the analysis of nature writing whereas the 

second, more than just being interested in textual interpretation, points towards the production of 

environmentally conscious writing, in order to make people aware of how their own discourse 

might affect the surrounding environment (Dobrin and Weisser 2002). We have to specify that, in 

the previous section, we have not mentioned literary discourse because of it would require an 

entire book on it. However, we could not avoid mentioning ecocriticism and ecocomposition due 

to their connections with discourse analysis and due to their potential relevance for language 

education (see Chapter 5).  

 

2.3. Discourse analysis in the language classroom 
The reason why in the previous section we have outlined some of the major studies on 

environmental discourse analysis is because we do believe that this might contribute positively to 

language education.  

When the United Nations UNESCO-UNEP International Educational Program introduced the 

concept of “international awareness about sustainability”, many language practitioners devolved 

their attention to how to use DA and CDA in their classes in order to foster learners’ awareness 

on language (Bonyadi 2019). One of the first scholars who talked about how to apply discourse 

analysis to language education was McCarthy (1991). His work has been a milestone for the 

subsequent studies and it has inspired some scholars to investigate how to apply DA and CDA in 

the language classroom, in order to fulfil the gaps of the popular communicative approach to 

language teaching. This approach is mainly based on the teaching of communicative competences 

but, despite this, it has not been efficient in making students develop some important 

communicative strategies, such as inferencing, paraphrasing, using circumlocutions, avoidance 

and so on (Cots 2006; Bonyadi 2019). Therefore, within the context of language education, 

discourse analysis provides the perfect instrument for students to see how language becomes 

meaningful to their users if analysed within its textual, social, and psychological context, and to 

comprehend how it should be used in different communicative situations.  

Bonyadi (2019) made a review of the main research on the application of discourse analysis to 

English Foreign Language (EFL) teaching, taking into consideration two main approaches: 
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Critical Discourse Analysis, and Pedagogical Discourse Analysis. Interestingly, the main 

research in this field has been conducted in the context of EFL whereas studies on other 

languages are barely present. We believe that this absence is mainly due to the fact that this 

research is still a recent area of investigation and that it is still in an initial stage. In order to avoid 

repetition, we are going to sum up some of the main observations made by Bonyadi (2019) and 

for further explanations we refer to the work itself or to the direct sources mentioned in it. 

Concerning the application of CDA in EFL teaching, a series of studies (Lezberg and Hilferty 

1978; Cots 2006) revealed how the application of discourse analysis made learners improve their 

critical thinking ability and their capacity to comprehend the further implications of texts. The 

same results have been obtained by other studies not mentioned in Bonyadi’s overview (see 

Hashemi and Ghanizadeh 2012; Martínez 2012; Rahimi and Sharififar 2015). Interestingly, the 

work by Martínez (2012) employed apparently non-political texts such as songs or a t-shirt 

slogan and, despite this, students managed to individuate the social and political underlying 

ideologies, showing how discourse, in all its forms, is multi-layered.  

The Pedagogical Discourse Analysis overview, instead, highlighted those studies that employed 

discourse analysis to study grammar (Wu 2017), discourse markers (Khatib 2011), or the notion 

of genre (Paltridge 2018). These have been employed to foster students’ awareness on how forms 

and functions are connected and how language’s structures can be used to convey certain 

meanings. In all these studies, learners managed to improve their logical, cognitive and affective 

skills and found language classes more interesting and attractive. Basing on these results, we can 

infer that language teachers might successfully employ discourse analysis strategies to investigate 

environmental discourses in their classes, so that these could become an opportunity not only to 

develop critical thinking and to learn more about the interrelatedness of language and discourse, 

but also to cultivate environmental awareness.  

Another interesting use of DA is represented by the analysis the classroom discourse, which 

mainly takes into consideration teachers and textbooks’ discourses. Calle-Díaz (2019) conducted 

a study on teachers’ discourse in some Colombian schools and he observed how changing the 

type of class discourse fostered a more peace-building atmosphere, and induced students to avoid 

conflicting situations. Although this work only language teachers’ discourse, it constitutes a 

perfect example of how classroom discourse might influence students’ behaviours and learning 

outcomes. In relation to this, some scholars (Demo 2001; Modhish 2012; Özer and Okan 2018) 
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have studied the discourse patterns in EFL teachers and have highlighted how the quality and 

variety of discourse markers used by teachers highly influence the variety of English students’ 

discourse patterns. This entails that teachers in general, but language teachers in particular, 

should receive consistent training in discourse analysis because this would improve the quality of 

their teaching as well as the critical thinking and learning skills of their students. Moreover, 

basing on these results, we believe that classroom discourse might be a perfect tool to promote a 

more ecological thinking; indeed, it would be interesting to conduct further investigations on how 

language teachers’ discourse influence the development of students’ ecological thinking. With 

the expression ‘ecological thinking’ we conceive the capacity of individuals to understand how 

reality is constructed by a series of complicated and most of the times unfathomable relations, 

and to see humans as parts of the same ecology as the other living beings and the environment. 

Basing on this perspective, as we have already stated, the very notion of discourse is ecological 

by definition and it constitutes a fundamental milestone to encourage ecological thinking in a 

language class. As a matter of fact, we support the idea according to which:  

 
While discourse does indeed shape our human conceptions of the world around us, discourse itself arises from a 
biosphere that sustains life; while discourse "creates" the world in the human mind, the biospheric physical 
environment is the origin of life (and consequently, the human mind) itself. The relationship between discourse and 
environment is reciprocal and dialogic. Similarly, the diversity and richness of language reflect the diversity of the 
world in which such language arises. 

(Dobrin and Weisser 2002) 
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3. The ecology of language learning 
 

3.1. The main aspects of the ecological approach to language education 
In the previous section we have examined how language interacts with reality and we have seen 

how teachers can choose to focus on aspects of language that might foster an ecocentric view of 

the world, through the analysis of language in its context. Therefore, teachers have the power to 

choose the “type of language” that they want to teach and this choice might be pivotal to increase 

students’ critical awareness towards language and its complex relationships with the 

environment. Besides this, teachers can decide what type of methodology or teaching approach to 

use in class, and this represents another fundamental aspect of a language course. We have 

already described some theories of language from which a considerable number of teaching 

approaches have been developed. Recently, some scholars (e.g. Tudor 2003; Kramsch 2003; Van 

Lier 2004a; Van Lier 2004b; Larsen‐Freeman 2018) showed interest in the so-called ecological 

approach to language acquisition and, in this section we are going to outline its main features.  

The elaboration of an ecological approach to language education has been inspired by the 

transposition of the chaos/complexity theory (Gleick 1987) to language studies; this has 

promoted the conception of language as a Complex Adaptive System (CAS) (Beckner et al. 

2009), which “emerges bottom-up from interactions of multiple agents in speech communities” 

(Larsen‐Freeman 2011). As summed up in Larsen-Freeman (2011), complexity theory originally 

focused on natural complex organised systems seen as open, self-organising, non-linear and 

adaptive entities, which are subject to perpetual change while remaining stable enough to 

maintain their identity. Despite their unpredictable behaviour, mainly governed by chaos, these 

systems present structural patterns, which emerge from their overall interactions.  

Undoubtedly, we have already seen how the birth of language studies revolved around a 

cognitivist perspective whose aim was to find a universal body of top-down rules that governed 

the language system, in its turn deemed as a separated entity. Even if this perspective shed light 

on a series of important cognitive and individual aspects of language, its outcomes did not answer 

the countless questions of the field, and, above all, they denied the complex, situated, manifold, 

and multivariate nature of language; indeed, by focusing only on its cognitive aspect, this 

approach adopted a reductionist perspective, which is typical of positivist science (Larsen-

Freeman 2011). On the contrary, complexity theory refused this reductionist view, in order to 
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favour a more holistic vision of systems; for this reason, scholars like Larsen-Freeman found the 

parallelism between complex systems, language and second language acquisition (SLA) probably 

more representative of the real nature of language, which is tightly bound to its use, and occurs at 

different levels of the ecological scale, from individual to speech community (Larsen-Freeman 

2011).  

Within this perspective, Beckner et al. (2009) described the seven features of language seen as a 

Complex Adaptive System, that we are going to list below:  

1. Distributed control and collective emergence: language exists in both individuals, in the form 

of idiolect, and in community users, as a common language;  

2. Intrinsic diversity: every idiolect presents a large degree of individual heterogeneity, which 

lead to the fact an ideal representing agent of language does not exist; 

3. Perpetual dynamics: language is an open system which is far from reaching equilibrium 

because it constantly changes and reorganises contextually; 

4. Adaptation through amplifications and competition factors: within language there are 

multiple interacting elements, which might amplify or compete one another’s effects; these 

different interactions bring language to adapt to changes and different circumstances in a 

dynamic process;  

5. Non-linearity and phase transitions: in language, small quantitative differences can end up in 

phase transitions of the systems, and therefore in significant qualitative changes; these 

alterations usually do not occur with linearity; 

6. Sensitivity and dependence on network structure: linguistic interactions are not fortuitous but 

depend on the social networks; as a consequence, the social structure of language use affects 

linguistic variations and evolution;  

7. Change is local: linguistic change does not occur on a global level but is caused by 

incremental local changes whose interactions may end up in phase transitions.  

These features highlight how the main focus of the CAS perspective is aimed at providing a more 

holistic vision of language through an analysis of its processes and dynamic aspects. On the 

contrary, language theories inspired by Chomsky’s Generative Grammar tend to adopt a 

reductionist perspective (Van Lier 2004a), which implies the analysis of one single aspect as if 

language was simply given by the sum of different components that can be examined singularly 

and separated from the others. We have already seen how fragmentation is often related to an 
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anthropocentric view of the world and also in this case, we believe that the way we conceive 

language and its main mechanisms play a pivotal role in the way we envision our relationship 

with the world.   

Basing on this perspective, the CAS theory can be also applied to the processes of language 

development and acquisition. This extensive application does not deny the relevant role of 

cognitive abilities in language acquisition but it underlines the fact that language mainly develops 

from interaction and experience, through processes of co-adaptation and soft-assembly (Larsen-

Freeman 2011). The first stems from the interchange between interlocutors who mutually alter 

their linguistic patterns and whose linguistic development is mainly afforded by the context. This 

entails that the acquisition of grammatical structures does not occur a priori but it relies on the 

perception of their emergence from the context of interaction. The second, instead, regards the 

construction of a personal linguistic system through the assembly of the perceived structures. 

This assembly is soft because it is subject to perpetual change, and depends both on the situation 

and on the pursued task. The two processes of co-adaptation and soft assembly can be also used 

to describe the acquisition of second or a foreign language, with the difference that the structures 

of the new language encounter and interact with the pre-existing patterns of the first language. 

Thus, also the process of second language acquisition does not occur in isolation but it is 

“emergent from and dynamically interconnected with the environment” (Larsen‐Freeman 2018).  

These premises on language and language acquisition have paved the way for the development of 

the ecological approach to language education (Van Lier 1997; 2003; 2004a; 2004b; 2010). 

Indeed, the idea of language as a CAS highlights the importance of processes and relations, 

which represent the main area of interest for any type of ecological conception.  

The ecological approach elaborated by Van Lier has been definitely influenced by Vygotski’s 

sociocultural theory, and Bakhtin’s dialogical perspective but a big part of it has been inspired by 

Peirce’s semiotic theory of sign and language (Van Lier 2003; 2004a).  

 
Peirce (1992, 1998) based his semiotics on three universal categories: Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness. 
Firstness is just what is, in itself, with no reference to anything else. […]; Secondness is reaction, relation, change, 
experience; Thirdness is mediation, habit, interpretation, representation, communication, signs. 
 

(Van Lier 2003) 

Within this context the sign is a triadic process which evolves dynamically and which is 

constituted by three interrelated elements: the representamen (or the sign), the referent (the 
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object of reference), and the intepretant (the meaning of the sign). All these three elements can be 

defined in terms of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness, and consequently determine a wide 

variety of possible signs, which Peirce has classified in detail. Furthermore, Peircian signs are 

constituted through the relationship between the person, the physical, and the social context, and, 

as a consequence of their triadic nature, they also belong to three different realms:  
• Iconicity, which represents feeling, direct perceptual experience, qualia, the inner self, holism;  
• Indexicality, which represents linearity, synchronicity, division, otherness, the social world;  
• Symbolicity, which represents mediation of the mind, reason, logic, representation, integration. 
 

(Merrell 1997; Van Lier 2003) 

Language initially belongs to the realm of ‘indexicality’ and when it emerges as a system of signs 

available to the child, it serves as an anchor to the world. In this realm, deixis is the main 

semiotic process and it consists in indexing, referring, naming elements of the concrete 

surrounding world. Despite its indexical nature, the linguistic sign can be engendered in a higher 

sign, and, therefore, become a symbol and refer to more abstract concepts which do not have a 

direct relation with reality, or it can be de-engendered into and icon, expressing an even tighter 

relation to the physical world and its direct perception.  

These three different realms have been also used to explain the three stages of L1 development in 

a child, which are:  

1. The development of mutuality, in which the child establishes a mutual relation with the 

caregiver (usually the mum) mainly through icons, such as smells, the sound of the voice or 

the vision of close objects;  

2. The development of indicational language, and therefore the appearance of the first forms of 

indexical language which anchor the child to the world and which reinforce the relationship 

with the caregiver and the surrounding objects; 

3. The development of predicational language, which presupposes the presence of a third 

element, besides the child and the caregiver, that is usually not present in their context. 

These stages have been also used to describe the process of second language acquisition, with the 

difference that, in this case, they are contemporarily present and do not emerge one after the 

other. What can be drawn from this perspective is that language is an embodied phenomenon, 

which cannot be separated from other signs, such as gestures, intonation, or body position, and 

therefore, cannot be learned through an abstract and decontextualized approach. This observation 

is important because, basing on the main educational policies, the language taught in school and 
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in academia usually belongs to realm of symbolicity and, thus, presents a large degree of 

abstraction. Indeed, this seems to be considered as the best variety of language with no consistent 

reasons, except for the perpetuation of power relations in the educational institutions (Van Lier 

2003; 2004a). However, if learners approach a language directly from the predicational stage, 

without developing and using mutuality and indicational language, their acquisition might turn to 

be almost impossible.  

This embodied vision of language constitutes the main premise for Van Lier’s ecological 

approach to language education. This approach does not have the pretence to function as a proper 

method, but it aims at giving a more ecocentric and ecological direction to language acquisition. 

In particular, it is based on a series of features that we are going to list below and which are 

described in Van Lier’s The Ecology and Semiotics of Language Learning: A Sociocultural 

Perspective (2004a):  

1. Relations: the ecological approach focuses on the interactions between the language and the 

world and it is based on the triadic interactions of language, conceived as a system of signs; 

2. Context:  meaning only emerges in a context because this provides a range of different 

opportunities for meaning-making processes; in particular, actively-engaged participants are 

offered a multitude of opportunities for actions and interactions, and these opportunities are 

called affordances. The concept of affordances has been borrowed by Gibson’s (1979) 

ecological psychology and they are defined as the “meaningful ways of relating to the 

environment through perception-in-action” (Van Lier 2003); they can be either unmediated 

and directly provided by the physical environment, or mediated and, therefore, offered by the 

socio-cultural environment;  

3. Patterns‚ Systems: according to the ecological approach language is not characterised by 

rules‚ but by interrelated organizational forces which emerge from bottom-up interactions in 

particular contexts; 

4. Emergence: language emerges from semiotic activity and its emergence is a sign of 

adaptation to the context; within this perspective, emergence can be defined as the 

reorganisation of simple elements into more complex structures, which does not follow linear 

trajectories, and which presupposes non-reductive changes. This means that the resulting 

higher-level linguistics phenomena are qualitatively different from the lower-level ones, 

despite their strict interdependence.  
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5. Quality: the ecological approach distinguishes the educational standards from the quality of 

education, in the same way Naess (1989)  distinguished the standard of living from the 

quality of life. Educational standards relate more to quantity and are measured through tests 

and statistics, which are apparently very important for society (Van Lier 2003); however they 

do not really define the quality of an educational experience on a deep level.  

6. Value:  modelled on deep ecology (Bowers and Flinders 1990), the ecological approach 

analyses the notions of moral values in the class and the development of self and identity; 

7. Critical: the ecological approach adopts a critical perspective, and therefore it is directed 

towards a critical examination of educational practices and institutions in order to provide 

change and improvement from its ideological stance;  

8. Variability: personal variation is valued positively and seen as an indication of personal and 

cultural liveliness; this can be used to “question the hegemony of official language and 

mainstream culture” (Van Lier 2004a); 

9. Diversity: linguistic variety is not seen as a threat to other languages, but instead as an 

element which brings socio-economic advantages with respect to monolingualism;  

10. Activity: the ecological approach sees language as activity‚ rather than an object, and 

consequently it focuses more on what happens in the world instead of what occurs in the 

mind of a learner.  

Considering these characteristics, Van Lier (2003) stated that the ecological approach to language 

and language learning heads to a language curriculum that is: experiential, because it brings 

every-day and vernacular language experience to the class; contextualized, because it is in tune 

with the surrounding context; activity-based, since it is based on action, interaction, perception, 

and reflection, and developmental (or emergent), because it presupposes that predicational 

language emerges from indicational language with the purpose of transforming language into a 

higher instrument for cognitive activities; this transition is not linear and it might emerge 

suddenly after different phases of transformation.  

To conclude, we can say that the ecological approach provides an interesting perspective on 

language education even if it is still on a theoretical stage and it has to be further outlined. Before 

analysing its practical implications within the learning environment (see Section 3.3), we will 

examine how this approach contributes to the learner’s construction of the self. As a matter of 

fact, language learning is entangled with the concept of self and identity and, for this reason, we 
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are interested in investigating how the ecological-semiotic perspective can help the learners 

conceive their “selves” as part of a greater ecology and not as isolated or superior entities.  

 

3.2. The construction of the self 
Defining the self is a complex undertaking, which over the years has attracted many scholars 

belonging to different fields. Undoubtedly, there is neither a univocal definition nor a shared 

consensus upon the concept of the self as, among the most common designations, it has been 

described as a feature of the mind, an element of the soul, the perception of the individual, or a 

controlling command located in the brain (Pellegrino 2005; Van Lier 2004a).  

Despite the initial focus on the mind and on the individual, many scholars claimed that the self 

could not be defined in isolation from its environment due to its tangled connections with 

interpersonal relations, society, and culture (see Pellegrino 2005); this perspective has been 

shared by the ecological-semiotic approach, which sees self as a real entity dialogically and 

socially constructed (Van Lier 2004a). In this section, we are not going to carry out an analysis of 

how the self has been conceived over the years because it is not the focus of this work. However, 

we are going to examine the notion of the self in relation to language learning because we deem 

that this is an important aspect that language teachers should take into consideration.  

The first element that puts the notion of self in relation to language, within the ecological 

approach, is the fact that both of them are not seen as “a priori finished bodies and structures” 

(Van Lier 2004a) but as embodied elements which emerge from reality and which are 

continuously under construction. As we have already seen, language is a formal sign system that 

is not fixed but created and assembled every time it is used, and that emerges always within a 

context (Lemke 2003). Indeed, language can make meaning only if used in a real activity 

because, without a reference to the world, it would be impossible for users to create any form of 

material, social, and cultural meaning out of it. This perspective is actually embedded in the 

dialogic nature of signs conceptualised by Peirce, which describes signs as the result of the 

endless dialogue between humans, and both the physical and socio-cultural reality (Van Lier 

2004a). Analogously, language, as a system of signs, emerges from the interaction with the world 

and, furthermore, it cannot be separated from other non-verbal complementing signs which arise 

from the context, such as gesture and posture, the pacing of speech and activity, the visual 

representations, and so on (Lemke 2003). This embodied and dialogical nature of language is 
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parallel to the nature of the self, whose development mainly occurs through the way individuals 

relate to the world, especially during the first year of life. In this way, the self can be defined as 

“an ongoing project of establishing one’s place in the world” (Van Lier 2004a) and it is 

constructed both by language and non-verbal signs or behaviours (Pellegrino 2005)  

Another element that shows how language and self are intimately related is represented by the 

series of studies reported by Pellegrino (2005) on bilingual speakers: some of them perceive a 

change of attitudes and behaviour when they change language, whereas those who have to 

experience a deprivation of the first language for different reasons, such as the transfer to another 

country, suffer a crisis of the self. Interestingly, this can be explained using the model of the self 

by Neisser (1989), who presented it as composed by five main parts: the ecological self, 

perceived with respect to the physical environment; the interpersonal self, detected through 

human communicative interchange; the extended self, rooted in the past and in the memory of the 

person; the private self, which appears when other people do not share our same feelings, and the 

conceptual self, which is identified in what we believe about ourselves and it is often attendant to 

the social roles or other socially-relevant elements of difference such as intelligence or 

attractiveness. The first two selves are more related to our perception, whereas the last three 

provide critical information about the self, which is treated as an object of thought for the 

individual. Within this perspective, the conceptual self corresponds to our beliefs concerning who 

we are and, therefore, it is discursively built through our social interactions and by the socio-

cultural factors of our environment, such as the ethnicity (Van Lier 2004a).  

When we acquire our first language, all the parts of our self evolve organically and gradually 

within a specific context; however, when we learn a second or a foreign language our self has 

already evolved and, therefore, we approach the new language mainly through its conceptual 

part, which, on its behalf is put in front of different forms of social discourse concerning the self, 

the mind and the consciousness, stemming from the new language and culture. This confrontation 

might be the cause of the crisis of the self; indeed, every act of speaking requires a voice, which 

has to relate to particular discursive practices shared by a specific speech community. Therefore, 

this voice has to instantiate a dialogue with other authoritative voices, which belong to that 

community and to its peculiar genres (Van Lier 2004a). Learning a new language, hence, puts the 

self in front of these new voices and discourses and it forces the individual to wonder if he wants 

to be part of those and if and in what measure his self feels recognised in those.  The final goal of 
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a language acquisition journey is, indeed, to connect the language and the self, perpetuating the 

constant reorganization of who we are through the search of a new voice in the new language and 

through a process of accordance between the old conceptual self and the new social identity.  

This crisis of the self confirms its social nature and plays an important role also for the 

motivation of the language learner. Dörnyei (2005; 2009)s, indeed, proposed a model the ‘L2 

Motivational Self System’ in order to explain how our concepts of the self might serve as guides 

to persist in the language-learning process. In particular, this system presents three main 

components: 

1. The ideal L2 self, which represents the type of L2 speaker that the learner would like to 

become and it can function as a power motivator for the learner to reduce the discrepancy 

between the actual and the ideal L2 self;  

2. The Ought-To Self, which consists in the attitudes that a learner should possess in order to 

meet others’ expectations and avoid potentially negative consequences. This type of self is 

more extrinsic and comes from a socially-constructed idea of the self. 

3. The L2 Learning Experience, which is external from the self but is a pivotal guide for it 

during the learning experience.  
The tight correlation between the motivation and the concept of the self, highlighted by 

Dörnyei’s model confirms the further connection of the latter to language. Indeed, both the ideal 

and the ought-to self highly depend on the way the conceptual self of the learner relates to the 

ideas of self, portrayed by the second language. This encounter might motivate or demotivate the 

learner to pursue his language-learning path through the evolution of his initial self.  

The representation of the self that we have just described in relation to the process of language 

acquisition, displays a conception of it as an ecological entity because it is seen as a dynamic 

element connected to the cognitive, the socio-cultural and the physical dimensions of reality. 

These dimensions are, in their turn, correlated with the concept of identity, which among its 

different meanings, has been defined by Van Lier (2004a) as a project and a projection of the self 

within social groups, institutions and political contexts. This definition is in accordance with 

Lemke’s (2003) description of identity, conceived as a performance, both verbal and non-verbal, 

of possible conglomerates of values, beliefs, and attitudes, which are considered coherent within 

a community. Therefore, the identity is something we maintain and construct both for the others, 

and ourselves, in order to project a specific idea of who we are. Basing on this perspective, we 
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can see how language is a perfect tool to express different identities both with its utterances and 

its embodied features, such as gestures and expressions. This implies that we construct different 

identities for every language we speak, and also for every register or variety employed within the 

same linguistic code (Lemke 2003).  

Despite the considerable attention that the notions of self and identity have received from social 

psychologists, and linguists (Schultz and Tabanico 2007), Clayton and Opotow (2003) have 

pointed out how this research has mainly focused on the psychological and social dimension of 

the two concepts, excluding the non-human context in which interactions and self-construction 

take place. For this reason, the two scholars have coined the term environmental identity to refer 

to the inclusion of aspects of the natural environment into the concept of the self; in particular, 

this identity is associated to a sense of connection of the self to some parts of the natural context. 

Clayton and Opotow (2003) underlined how the notion of environmental identity is itself a 

collective and socially constructed notion; indeed, it entails the feeling of being part of a greater 

whole, just like Neisser’s (1989) ecological self, and it is related to the social and cultural 

perception of nature. As we will see in Chapter 5, the definition of nature is culturally constructed 

through the discourse, and the construction of a self-concept as connected to nature cannot escape 

from this cultural connotation.  

The concept of environmental identity has been elaborated after the proposal of the biophilia 

hypothesis (Wilson 1983; Kellert and Wilson 1993), which was elaborated to explain the human 

instinctive attraction for natural settings. According to this hypothesis, “humans have inherited a 

genetic tendency to respond to the natural environment in certain ways, particularly with certain 

emotional responses” (Clayton and Opotow 2003). Despite the impossibility to prove this 

hypothesis, we cannot deny the psychological, cognitive, and emotional benefits of being in 

touch with nature, and the notion of environmental identity has been created to understand to 

what extent the natural environment contributes to our self-definition. In particular, Clayton and 

Opotow (2003) elaborated a scale, called the Environmental Identity Scale (EID), to assess this. 

Even if we are not going to provide a detailed analysis of the EID, we can state that Clayton and 

Opotow’s analysis reported positive outcomes in terms of how people use nature for self-

definition, and of how this affects their behaviour and moral judgement concerning the 

environment.  
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We consider the concept of environmental identity as an inspiring cause for reflection for future 

research: indeed, since the notion of nature is culturally and discursively defined, it would be 

interesting to study the role that language and language education has in the construction of 

people’s environmental identity. This, indeed, might be another element that language teachers 

might use to foster environmental awareness in their courses but further investigations needs to 

be conducted to verify this hypothesis.  

To conclude, we can say that the ecological approach to language education leads to a holistic, 

contextualised and dynamic vision of the self, which, according to us, fosters a more ecocentric 

vision of reality. However, there is no qualitative research carried in the language classrooms 

concerning the development of the self through the adoption of an ecological approach. For this 

reason, even if the premises appear promising, we believe that further research is needed, to 

provide a more detailed analysis of the topic.  

In the following section, we are going to continue our research by describing the main features of 

the ecology of the learning environment.  

 

3.3. The ecology of the learning environment  
As we have already seen, the term ‘environment’ acquires different meanings in relation to its 

context of use; since the main focus of this chapter is the ecological approach to language 

teaching and learning, we are now going to examine another type of environment, which is 

pivotal for language education: the learning environment.  

This is mainly represented by the classroom but, lately other types of educational settings have 

appeared in the panorama of pedagogy, particularly these are the online and the out-door 

contexts. Within the framework of the ecological approach to language education, little research 

has been carried out on these two environments and, for this reason, we are going to focus mainly 

of the traditional classroom. As Guerrettaz and Johnston (2013) have stated, the scholars that 

during the last decades have proposed an analysis of educational settings through the lens of an 

ecological approach (Blocher 1974; Bronfenbrenner 1979; Doyle 1977; Hamilton 1983; Tudor 

2001; Van Lier 1996; 1997; 2004a), have conceived “classrooms as constituting systems akin to 

biological ecosystems”. This vision recalls the concept of autopoiesis elaborated first by 

Maturana and Varela (1980) in the context of biological ecosystems and then applied by 

Luhmann (1986) to social systems. In particular, an autopoietic system is able to “self-
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(re)product” and self-organise its structure while warranting a perpetual regeneration and 

transformation of its main patterns. Within this perspective, the classroom’s autopoietic processes 

are represented by social interactions, language, and its meaning-making potential. To provide a 

more detailed framework, Urlica et al. (2019) claimed that:   
 
A community of learners can be seen as a type of complex social system in which the learners themselves are co-
creators of meaning and communication is further expanded into new networks of communication, which generates a 
feedback loop process. Thus, the role of self-organization in the class relies on natural synchronization in the mutual 
process of cooperation and feedback interplay. As students manage affective resources collectively, they also 
negotiate meanings in order to achieve dialogue in commonly accepted terms. Communicative collectivities may be 
seen as complex systems in which interdependent participants manage their differences through collaborative 
interplays. 
 

Therefore, the analysis of the educational settings should focus on the relationships within the 

system, which, according to Guerrettaz and Johnston (2013), comprises four major elements: 

participants, processes, structures, and artefacts.  

The first includes the individual people involved in a class, mainly students and teachers; the 

second represents the main activities which constitute language teaching and the classroom 

discourse; the third involves the more stable aspects of a language course such as the language 

curriculum and the power relationships, whereas the fourth is formed by the physical entities 

which are relevant for the learning process, such as textbooks and didactic materials. What 

Guerrettaz and Johnston (2013) have not considered in their classification is the physical 

environment in its entirety, which, as we will see, in an important element for the ecology of a 

class.  

Within the complex nature of the language classroom as an ecosystem, participants and processes 

play a pivotal role for the construction of the learning path, reason why Van Lier (1997; 2004a; 

2004b; 2010), as the main theorist of the ecological approach, described the elements and 

conceptions which constitute its base. Undoubtedly, the ecological approach moves away from 

the representation of a learner as a computer, who processes different linguistics inputs and 

decodes their meaning in the mind. The learner is, instead, conceived as an active element of the 

class where negotiation of meaning and interactions are pivotal elements. In this way, the success 

of the learning journey is guaranteed by the involvement of learners in meaningful interactions, 

which, as part of more complex tasks, make learners activate their selective attention to address 

more specific communicative problems. Despite the fundamental negotiation of meaning which 

takes place in task-based activities, Van Lier (2004a) noted that these tend to mark down general 
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and spontaneous conversation in favour of more guided communicative exchanges. However, 

general conversation has proved to involve more complex interactions and more complex 

language, aspect which make them potentially powerful learning contexts (Van Lier 2004a; 

Urlica et al. 2019). Indeed, as Pask (1978) claimed, during conversation divergent 

conceptualisations and opinions might emerge and these divergences enrich the partakers 

because, to keep the interaction alive, they are supposed to select and share at least part of their 

interlocutors’ meanings. If this willingness to participate and understand the other person’s 

meanings is present, conversations encompass a co-construction of meanings, and therefore 

provide the platform not only for learning but also for identity development.  

Within this framework, interactions have also the role to provide affordances for the learning 

process; the concept of affordance, as we have seen, is embedded in the relationship between the 

learner and the environment, and it involves the perception of the learners. Despite its relevance 

for the ecological approach, it is quite difficult to precisely define what affordances are on a 

practical level; Thoms (2014) decided to focus on the classroom discourse and to analyse the 

interactions between teacher and learners in a college-level course of Spanish literature. In 

particular, he applied an ecological perspective to examine how the teacher’s contributions, 

aimed at making students’ interventions more accessible for the entire class, could provide an 

affordance for the group. The research showed a positive outcome and confirmed that teacher’s 

reformulations turned into useful learning opportunities for students; however it also underlined 

how participants’ perceptions were also crucial for the recognition of the affordances.  

The concept of interaction is, also, tightly intertwined with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD), which as described in Chapter 2, encompasses a proximal relationship 

between novices and experts, and therefore between students and teachers. However, Van Lier 

(2004a) suggested an expansion of this perspective through the further inclusion of relationships 

between equal peers, higher and lower level peers, and those relationships which are self-

regulated by the learner, once he has cognitively internalised social structures.  

In this context, Urlica et al. (2019) maintained that due to the self-organising nature of the 

language classroom, teachers should leave more space to spontaneous interactions and they 

should deconstruct their role of experts in order to promote open-ended educational processes, 

and encourage self-development and self-education. On the contrary, Van Lier (2004a) proposed 

that the learner should receive a form of guidance, which, in the ecological and sociocultural 
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context is represented by scaffolding and prolepsis. The first is generally defined as assisted 

performance; despite being initially associated to carefully planned activities, Van Lier (2004a) 

noted that a very successful form of scaffolding emerges when the planned pedagogical action 

stops. This vision partially recalls the self-organisation and spontaneity ideas mentioned by 

Urlica et al. (2019) but, still, claims the importance of guidance. In particular, within this 

framework, teacher and learners have two interrelated tasks:  

 
• First, structures must be set up to facilitate guided action, since new departures must occur in a safe and 

familiar context;  
• Second, teacher and learners must carefully watch for opportunities to depart, expand, elaborate, and 

improvise, and during those opportunities a handover/takeover must be effected, so that the new emerges 
from the known, but on the initiative of the learner.  
 

(Van Lier 2004a) 

Prolepsis, instead, consists in the assumption that learners already have the abilities we would 

like them to develop, so that we can create invitational spaces for them to step into and learn.  

After an analysis of the types of relationships between participants and processes under an 

ecological approach, some scholars focused on the structures (Tudor 2003) and the artefacts 

(Guerrettaz and Johnston 2013) of the educational setting. Indeed, Tudor (2003) acknowledged 

that, in order to welcome the complexity of the world, English language curriculums and 

educational policies should stop being general and static, and should consider the peculiarity of 

each context, avoiding the employment of prepacked solutions. In particular, in order to embrace 

a more ecological perspective, they should take into consideration the localness of the 

educational context, which is situated in a particular geographical area, the ethnographic 

component in pedagogical decision-making, the local cultures of learning, and the dynamics of 

teaching-learning situations.  

Concerning the artefacts, instead, Guerrettaz and Johnston (2013) ecologically analysed the 

relationship between the classroom and the materials adopted in an intermediate ESL grammar 

class in an Intensive English Program held at a large public university in the Midwest of the 

United States. What emerged is that the materials employed constituted the primary source for 

the organization of the curriculum; they also had major influence in the organization of the 

classroom discourse, and they offered interesting affordances for language learning, both 

intended and unintended. This entailed that materials are very important for the ecology of the 

classroom, that their relationship with the classroom discourse is subject to variations, and that 
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they fully enter in the ecological relationship of the classroom because they are brought to life 

through classroom interaction and discourse. Although these results might be attendant to the 

particular context investigated by Guerrettaz and Johnston (2013), they shed a light on an 

interesting type of ecological relationship in the language classroom and they should pave the 

way for further investigations on the topic.  

Interestingly, the main studies and theories on the ecology of the language classroom have not 

focused on another important aspect of this ecosystem: the physical environment of the 

classroom. Indeed, we deem that this might provide interesting affordances for the learners and 

that it is very important to create an atmosphere conducive for learning. In addition, if we adopt a 

semiotic perspective, we cannot deny that every environment is full of signs, which establish a 

dialogical relationship with human beings, and therefore present specific meanings. Although not 

belonging to the area of investigations of the former works, the study conducted by Maugeri 

(2014) provides interesting information on the relationship between the physical learning 

environment and the language learning experience. In particular, he underlines how the type of 

classroom setting typical of the formalist view of language teaching, with desks and chairs placed 

in a row in front of the teacher and the board, entails a vertical conception of language teaching -

more in line with the cognitivist view of language- in which the teacher is the authority, and only 

mono-directional forms of dialogue are accepted. This type of setting excludes the possibility of 

the environment to be an active member of the student’s learning experience because it is rather 

seen as ‘passive container’, representation which is not in line with the ecological approach to 

language learning.  

What Maugeri (2014) showed with his work is that the learning environment represents a symbol 

of the teaching methodology adopted in the classroom. In addition, it proved that the lighting, the 

perfuming, the physical setting and the furniture of the environment can highly influence 

students’ motivation, learning performance, and emotional disposition and, that through their 

arrangement, these can favour the formation of deep and meaningful relationships during the 

learning experience. In this way, learning a language can become a holistic experience in which 

student’s cognitive, symbolic, socio-cultural, and physical ecology are interrelated and co-

construct each other.  

In this section, we have reported the main features of the learning environment described through 

an ecological approach. Also in this case, we believe that more investigations should be 
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conducted in order to provide a more detailed and complete perspective on the field. In particular, 

despite the interesting outcomes of some works, we lament the lack of uniformity in the 

definition of affordances, the absence of practical methodologies to be applied both in the 

classroom and for investigations, accompanied by a poverty of works concerning the ecology of 

the materials and the physical setting of the classroom. However, we are aware of the novelty of 

this field of research and we are positive about the fact more investigations will be carried out.  
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4. Environment as content of a language course 
 

4.1. Environmental education 

4.1.1. A brief overview  

In the previous chapters we have examined two important aspects of any language course, such 

as the language and the teaching approach, using an ecological and environmental perspective. In 

this chapter, instead, we are going to take into consideration another important element of 

language education, which is the content of the classes. As we have already stated, in foreign or 

second language courses, language is both the subject and the medium of the learning process 

but, due to its semiotic nature and its meaning-making potential (see Chapter 3), this process is 

made possible thanks to the existence of referents in the real world upon which speakers can 

discuss. In a more prosaic way, we can claim that every language lesson, in order to be 

meaningful and effective, needs to revolve around a certain topic. Therefore, considering the 

perspective of the present work, the natural environment can become a perfect matter of 

discussion and a topic to use in class in order to foster language learning and development.  

Interestingly, in 1970s the term environmental education was coined and received global 

recognition, becoming a relevant subject of discussion in international conferences concerning 

the environment, as well as an integral part of educational policies. As a result of the importance 

of this branch of education, in this chapter, we are going to outline how environmental education 

deals with the natural environment and, subsequently, how it can be implemented in language 

education. Thanks to this, we will be able to examine how language courses can integrate the 

environment in their curriculums in order to contribute to the goals of an international agenda 

with a broader action range.  

From this brief introduction, it might appear that environmental education primarily focuses on 

providing information about the environment, in its turn deemed as knowledge to be acquired; 

however, we will see how this expression embraces a wide range of purposes, some of which are 

intertwined with the perspectives outlined in the previous chapters. Therefore, in order 

understand the complexity of this matter, we are going to firstly provide a brief history of the 

term, outlining the related concepts and its contexts of appearance. To do this, we will mainly 
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refer to the works by Palmer (2002), and Neal and Palmer (2003) because they provided a 

detailed overview of environmental education.  

Despite having appeared in the 19th century in the UK, the first international recorded use of the 

term was at the meeting on ‘Environmental Education in the School Curriculum’ held by the 

International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) in Nevada 

(USA) in 1970. In this circumstance, environmental education was defined as:  

 
[…] the process of recognising values and clarifying concepts in order to develop skills and attitudes necessary to 
understand and appreciate the interrelatedness among man, his culture and his biophysical surroundings. 
Environmental education also entails practice in decision-making and self-formulation of a code of behaviour about 
issues concerning environmental quality.  

(IUCN 1970)  
 

Subsequently, the term was enunciated in the Principle 19 at the United Nations Conference on 

the Human Environment, held in Stockholm, in 1972, and in 1975 the United Nation 

Environment Program (UNEP) and UNESCO founded the UNESCO/UNEP International 

Environmental Education Programme (IEEP), which launched its first workshop in Belgrade in 

the same year. This, besides being the first intergovernmental event on environmental education, 

set the aims, objectives, key concepts, and guiding principles of environmental education, 

through a document called ‘The Belgrade Charter – a Global Framework for Environmental 

Education’, whose three main purposes are reported below:  

 

1. To foster clear awareness of and concern about economic, social, political and ecological 
interdependence in urban and rural areas.   

2. To provide every person with opportunities to acquire the knowledge, values, attitudes, commitment 
and skills needed to protect and improve the environment.   

3. To create new patterns of behaviour of individuals, groups and society as a whole towards the 
environment. � 

(UNESCO 1975) 

This event was then followed in 1977 by the intergovernmental Conference on Environmental 

Education, in Tbilisi, held by UNESCO, which provided an important framework to widen the 

application of environmental education to both formal and non-formal education. The deriving 

publications of this event are still very influential today.  

Afterwards, in 1980, IUCN launched the World Conservation Strategy which, through the 

proposal of the notion of sustainable development, promoted the idea that resources conservation 
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and development are interdependent concepts, and it devoted an entire chapter to environmental 

education, depicting it as the main instrument to engender and reinforce a behaviour coherent 

with this new paradigm.  

The vital importance of environmental education was then remarked at the tenth anniversary of 

the first Tbilisi conference in 1987, during a UNESCO/UNEP conference held in Moscow and 

called “Tbilisi Plus Ten”. Here, the necessity to spread awareness over the tight connection 

between environmental equality and the satisfaction of human needs was underlined. 

Furthermore, during the same year, the Word Commission on Environment and Development 

(WCED) elaborated the report ‘Our Common Future’, generally known as the Brundtland Report, 

which set a global agenda on the reconciliation between environment and development, and 

underlined again the importance of environmental education and public awareness to achieve this 

goal.  

Finally, another milestone for environmental education is represented by the United Nations 

Conferenced on Environment and Development (UNCED), mainly known as the Earth Summit, 

which took place in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro. This conference represented a varied and complex 

platform which reunited delegates from 170 countries and which held a global forum of seminars, 

displays, and workshops on a broad range of environmental issues and topics. The main 

documents produced by this international event were two: the first is the Rio Declaration, which 

established 27 principles of sustainability defined as “a blueprint for a sustainable future” 

(Palmer 2002); the second is Agenda 21, considered as a guiding programme to interpret the first 

document, and to indicate what nations should do to achieve a sustainable future. Among these 

indications, environmental education is the content of two important chapters: Chapter 25 entitled 

“Children, Youth, and Sustainable Development”, and Chapter 36 called “Promoting education, 

Public awareness, and Training”.  

All these initiatives claimed for the urgency of environmental education to transition the world 

towards sustainability. In the following section, we will briefly analyse how the notion of 

sustainability, especially if associated to the word development, is not a straightforward concept 

because it arises questions and different conceptions concerning the environment and human 

relationship with it. What emerges from the above-mentioned documents, and in particular, from 

the World Conservation Strategy, the Brundtland Report and Agenda 21 is that environmental 

education should be used to foster a change in attitudes, behaviours, and therefore actions 
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towards the environment, seen as an integral part of reality.  

In addition, the Brundtland Report claims that:  

 
Education should therefore provide comprehensive knowledge, encompassing and cutting across the social and 
natural sciences and the humanities, thus providing insights on the interaction between natural and human resources, 
between development and environment.  
Environmental education should be included in and should run throughout the other disciplines of the formal 
education curriculum at all levels—to foster a sense of responsibility for the state of the environment and to teach 
students how to monitor, protect and improve it.  

 (WCED 1987) 

To strengthen this, Agenda 21 stated that environmental education should not be limited to the 

explanation of the physical and natural environment but also of the socio-economic environment 

and human development (Neal and Palmer 2003), seen as interrelated elements for a sustainable 

development. What emerges here is that, as we have previously claimed, there is not a clear-cut 

separation between the natural and social environment and that they are all part of single ecology 

in which every aspect is correlated in a complexly structured way. In order to have a further 

insight on environmental education, in the next section we are going to examine some theoretical 

underpinnings that shed light on its manifold nature.  

 

4.1.2. Theoretical basis of environmental education  

As already stated, the concept of sustainable development is far from being straight-forward, 

reason why Pearce et al. (1989) have found 60 definitions of the term. We have seen in Chapter 2 

how the analysis of this expression under a Discourse Analysis perspective (Antelmi 2018) 

shows its controversial nature due to the fact that it is an oxymoron. Undoubtedly, 

comprehending the dilemmas related to this concept is also fundamental to understand “the 

development in thinking and practice in environmental education” (Neal and Palmer 2003), and 

to do this, Pearce et al. (1989) individuated three main themes related to it. These are:  

• the need to value the environment appropriately because its degradation might have been 

caused by an underestimation of  it; 

• the need to establish realistic goals on a short-, medium-, and long-term in order to reach the 

looked-for changes; 

• the need to reduce the gap between rich and poor and to reach intra-generational equity.  
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Even though these three themes are very appealing on a theoretical level, it is very difficult to 

provide a solution to them because defining how to value the environment or what goals should 

be set or what strategies can lead to intra-generational equity is not a simple job. Indeed, they 

advance both technical and ideological problems, and they are related to a central but also 

problematic issue for sustainable development: the role of market mechanisms and how to 

confront its tendency to maintain the welfare of the rich while providing only charitable solutions 

for the poor, instead of giving them the chance to satisfy their needs on their own (Neal and 

Palmer 2003). Within this perspective, different forms of sustainable development have been 

advanced by different typologies and approaches to environmentalism and environmental 

ideologies.  

Naess (1973) initially proposed a distinction between two forms of ecologies, respectively called 

deep ecology and shallow ecology; the first refuses a dualistic vision, it embraces the idea of 

humans and nature as a single entity, and remarks the need of a transformation in both individual 

consciousness and society in order to change people’s lifestyles and establish a co-operation with 

nature (Neal and Palmer 2003). This theory is associated to Lovelock’s (1989) Gaia theory, 

which regards the Earth as an autopoietic and self-organising organism where non-living and 

living organisms collaborate to maintain the system alive.  

Shallow ecology, instead, does not distance itself from a dualistic view of humans and nature and 

support the use of technological solutions to confront environmental issues (Van Lier 2004a). 

Interestingly, Pepper (1996) criticised this type of classification due to the lack of a precise 

meaning of the terms ‘deep’ and ‘shallow’ and, as an alternative, O’Riordan (1988) proposed a 

distinction between ecocentrism and technocentrism, respectively divided into deep ecology and 

communalist ecocentrism, and cornucopia and accommodating technocentrism. Below we are 

going to report the description of the four perspectives provided by Neal and Palmer (2003):  

 
. ‘Cornucopia technocentrism: an exploitative position supportive of a growth ethic expressed in material terms 
(e.g. GNP); it is taken as axiomatic that the market mechanism in conjunction with technological innovation will 
ensure infinite substitution possibilities to mitigate long-run real resource scarcity; � 
 
. ‘Accommodating technocentrism: a conservationist position, which rejects the axiom of infinite substitution and 
instead supports a ‘sustainable growth’ policy guided by resource management rules; � 
 
. ‘Communalist’ ecocentrism: a preservationist position, which emphasises the need for prior macro-environmental 
constraints on economic growth and favours a decentralised socio-economic system; � 
 
. ‘Deep ecology ecocentrism: an extreme preservationist position, dominated by the intuitive acceptance of the 
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notions of intrinsic (as opposed to instrumental) value in nature and rights for non-human species. � 
 

As we can see from this brief report, these perspectives entail a different relation with the 

environment and a consequent different conception of sustainable development. Therefore, what 

emerges is that the way we conceive environmental improvement and sustainable development is 

not able to leave out of consideration the dimension of the political scenarios, because this is the 

one responsible for the actualization of environmental reforms (Neal and Palmer 2003). Within 

this framework, Stevenson (1987) mentioned two main scenarios which in a certain sense can be 

respectively associated to the ideas of technocentrism and ecocentrism: the first is represented by 

the conservative reform, which, with its technical and political approach, entails the primacy of 

economic growth and does not propose a reform of the socio-economic system due to its reliance 

on technology; the second consists, instead, in the radical reform, divided in the socially critical 

and alternative approach, which propose a reorganisation of the socio-economic system 

considered as the main cause in the current environmental crisis.  

In terms of environmental education, Stevenson’s scenarios, have important implications: firstly 

students should be made aware of the existence of these different perspectives and they should be 

provided with the critical instruments to choose the view that presupposes the best form on 

environmental improvement, according to them. In this context, environmental education is also 

a form of political education, and this is a confirmation of its eclectic nature, as discussed by the 

above-mentioned official documents. Indeed, both the Belgrade Charter (1975) and the Tbilisi 

Report (1977) highlighted that one of main goals of environmental education is to make students 

able to take part in decision-making processes concerning the environment, and to view 

environment in all its different aspects: social, political, economic, technological, moral, spiritual, 

aesthetic, and cultural.  

This global approach in the study of the environment suggests how environmental education has 

a pervasive nature because it embraces different disciplines, levels of reality, and ways of 

conceiving knowledge. For this reason, it might entail a new conception of education, mainly 

holistic and interdisciplinary, rather than simply being a specific field of study. This aspect 

represents one of the first hindrances that educators encounter while putting into practice the 

rhetorical aspects of environmental education (Palmer 2002). Indeed, environmental education, in 

the way it has been conceived, challenges both the dominant way of knowledge transmission in 

schools and the traditional school curriculums. The first generally implies the learners’ passive 
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acquisition of knowledge, whereas environmental education advocates for an action-oriented 

strategy in which learners are an active part of the environment so that they can become 

influential decision makers; the second, instead, is usually subject-based and its intrinsic 

fragmentation in disciplines collides with the holistic and interdisciplinary approach of 

environmental education. In addition, environmental education is aimed at transforming the 

decision-making processes whereas traditional education has been conceived to maintain and 

perpetuate the existing social order (Palmer 2002). This is accompanied by the fact that teachers 

often are not prepared enough or do not have enough time and space to implement environmental 

education in the already-packed school curriculums.  

Interestingly, Gough (1987) saw in paradigm shift of education a possible solution to the 

rhetoric-practice gap of environmental education. Indeed, the way formal education has been 

envisioned, with its fragmentation in different subjects, suggests an atomistic and materialistic 

view of the world, which, as we have already seen, is associated with an anthropocentric 

perspective. As a response to this, Gough proposed an ecological approach to education based on 

the revaluation of the role of perception in learning processes, and on a consequent embodied 

conception of learning, which fosters a deep connection between humans and the environment 

through their educational experiences. In this circumstance, it is possible to make a parallelism 

between this proposal with the one outlined in Chapter 3 concerning the ecological approach to 

language education. Indeed, Van Lier (2004a) presented an embodied vision of language and of 

language acquisition, which is perfectly in line with the paradigm shift in education advanced by 

Gough (1987).  

However, it is important to specify that, despite the holistic and pervasive nature of 

environmental education, this is also endowed with a series of features which are specific to its 

context and which cannot be simply deemed as part of a new conception of education. Hence, 

keeping the balance between the eclectic and global nature of environmental education and its 

specific identity constitutes a further element of difficulty for its actualisation in educational 

settings. In addition, the presence of different paradigms used to conduct research in the field is 

another element that makes things even more complex.  

Initially, the approach adopted between 1970s and 1980s to carry out research on environmental 

education was the so-called positivist tradition, mainly based on quantitative experiments and 

derived from natural and physical sciences. Its aim is to establish patterns of linear relationships 
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between causes and effects in social phenomena through observation and verification of facts 

(Palmer 2002). Although this tradition helped scholars provide strategies on how to construct 

responsible environmental behaviour, it was and still is a mirror of a formal way of conceiving 

education, which, as stated above, is in contrast the very essence of environmental education. 

Indeed, Reason (1988) proposed, alongside the paradigm shift in education, a shift in the research 

model used for environmental education, in order to include more participative and holistic 

processes to study the world and its dialogic relationships.  

Within this context, the interpretive and critical research paradigm appeared in the panorama. The 

first, differently from the positivist approach, sees reality as internally constructed and avoids the 

idea that research can bring to general and universal truths concerning the world. For this reason, 

it adopts an interactive and field-based methodology, such as interviewing, in order to discover 

the perspectives and meanings of different participants, and it has been very useful to understand 

how teachers and students conceive the environment, and how their experiences or discourses 

have affected their conceptualisations upon it. The framework within which an interpretative 

approach moves is the framework of constructivism; according to this, our attempts to represent 

the world consist in processes of construction of theoretical entities (Robertson 1994), which on 

their turn become part of our own reality. Within this perspective, thus, environmental issues are 

socially constructed, in the sense that they derive from the interactions between different 

conceptualisations and the effects that they produce on various individuals. 

The critical tradition research, instead, furthers the interpretive perspective because not only it 

supports the idea that reality is internally constructed but it also maintains that this is influenced 

by external persuasive social forces.  Therefore, this perspective commits to the reach of social 

justice and to the critique of the status quo in order to transform traditional educational practices 

(Palmer 2002). This type of approach mainly employs the methodologies of discourse analysis, 

critical ethnography and action research and, when applied to environmental education, it can be 

used to pursue collaborative investigations on environmental issues within the classroom 

(Robottom and Hart 1993). 

These three forms of investigation entail different visions of environmental education, which, on 

their behalf, imply diverse classroom practices and school curricula as highlighted by Robottom 

and Hart (1993). For this reason, in the next section, we will see how these theoretical 

underpinnings have been used to propose practices and structures in environmental education.  



	 76 

4.1.3. Practices in environmental education  

As we have already seen, deciding between considering environmental education as a new 

strategy for general education or selecting the specific features to introduce in the school 

curriculums is one of the biggest dilemmas for scholars and educators.  

Undoubtedly, the first is an ambitious project because it entails a complete revolution of 

traditional educational system in many countries; the latter, on its behalf, has determined the birth 

of a jigsaw of disciplinary approaches, which have made the panorama even more complicated. 

In order to have an idea of the current situation concerning these, we are going to report below 

the list of approaches outlined by Palmer (2002):  

• Nature studies, rural studies, fieldwork, environmental studies, outdoor education and 

adventure education consist in a series of approaches focused on experience “in” the 

environment; the first four are more related to field-work activities and are aimed at obtaining 

empirical knowledge on the environment. The last two, instead, involve outdoor activities, 

which encourage the enjoyment of nature and the development of environmental awareness. 

• Urban studies are more focused on the analysis of the social, physical, and natural feature of 

the urban environment; they are connected with heritage education, which advocates for the 

preservation of historical heritage. 

• Development education is mainly focused on the comprehension of the developmental 

processes within and between different countries, and it is aimed at finding the process of 

development, which is the most appropriate for each context.  

• Peace education advocates for the creation of positive attitudes towards people, and it deals 

with questions of violence/non-violence, poverty/economic welfare, and injustice/justice, also 

in relation to the humanity’s relationship with the environment.  

• Human or human rights education, although initially limited to the area of political and civil 

rights, it is now interested in dealing with the rights’ repercussions on environmental abuse.  

• Earth education has the overall goal to help people live more harmoniously with nature and 

to “break down barriers in the natural world, encourage an understanding of how ecosystems 

work, and develop positive caring attitudes to the Earth” (Palmer 2002).  

• Humane education is a broad field mainly concerned with the development of responsible 

citizens, which challenge the traditional anthropocentric rules and are concerned with the 

treatment of animals, and the survival of the planet.  
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• Futures education “aims to provide a more ‘future-orientated’ approach to the curriculum, 

and bridges the gap between environmental education and ‘future studies’” (Palmer 2002).  

• Education for sustainable development or sustainability is focused on arising the awareness 

concerning the interdependence of life on Earth and is aimed at promoting the development 

of attitudes and values, which entail a sustainable development.  

• Global education has been developed in order to join in one cluster the different types of 

education above mentioned, and therefore it adopts an even more inclusive and holistic 

approach.  

What we can see from this list is the fact that some of the approaches do not seem directly 

connected to environmental education but, at the same time, they deal with aspects that actually 

belong to the human relationship with the natural environment and that deserve some attention. 

However, despite the importance of every single element analysed by every discipline, we cannot 

deny how such a long list might be quite dispersive for educators and might not be of help to 

achieve the goals of environmental education.  

For this reason, we are now going to focus on how environmental education can be used as a 

general approach to education by outlining the method proposed by Palmer (2002). Alongside 

Palmer’s model, Robottom and Hart (1993) have also attempted to provide their own perspective 

on the topic but we are going to start with the first because of its holistic and inclusive structure.  

For his approach, Palmer began analysing the objectives posed by the Tbilisi Report (1977) for 

environmental education, then, he examined the different structures involved, and integrated 

them in a comprehensive model. In this way, he took into consideration all the different elements 

involved in the educational system, from the student’s learning processes to the school practices, 

the curriculum planning and the educational policies.  

Initially, he considered the three core-threads that characterise environmental education:  

• Education about the environment, which sees nature as an object of study and has the 

objective to provide information concerning the environment;  

• Education from the environment, at times defined as “education in or with the environment”, 

which considers the environment as a resource for learning and for the creation of more 

realistic activities based in natural contexts;  
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• Education for the environment, which encompasses the development of attitudes of concern 

for the environment; this should lead to the elaboration of an environmental ethic and it 

should affect students’ actions and behaviour concerning the environment.  

Secondly, Palmer proceeded with the analysis of the three learning processes that are implied by 

and interwoven with the above-mentioned threads. The first is represented by the dimension of 

knowledge and understanding, which sets the basis for learners to be educated about the 

environment and its main issues, and to formulate informed judgements upon them; the second 

regards the development of specific skills, such as communication, literacy, numeracy, personal 

and social, problem-solving and so on; the third includes the attitudes and the consequent 

promotion of positive attitudes and values concerning the environment and its protection. 

Thirdly, he considered the four main elements of an environmental education curriculum, using a 

project called Project Environment (1974) as an inspiration. In particular, he individuated: 

• The empirical element, whose main goal is to provide students with the possibility to have a 

direct experience with the environment through observation, measurement, discussions and 

interpretations of different phenomena;  

• The synoptic element, which is aimed at developing the awareness concerning the complex 

nature of the environment so that students can comprehend its interrelated and complex 

essence; 

• The aesthetic element, which has the purpose to make students perceive the qualitative and 

aesthetic value of the environment; 

• The ethical element, which seeks to develop an idea of personal responsibility towards the 

environment and leads students to wonder the moral implications of their actions and 

behaviours.   

Finally, he analysed the inter-relatedness of the different components and elaborated an 

integrated model to structure environmental education. Concerning this, he claimed:  

 
Perhaps the best way of achieving this is to analyse the core content of environmental knowledge and understanding 
that one wishes to address, as well as the desired development of related skills and attitudes. Then, by planning a 
range of complementary learning processes and ensuring coverage of various curriculum elements (e.g. ensuring 
some practical problem-solving, investigatory activities, qualitative tasks, personal reflections, consideration of 
responsibilities, etc.) it will be apparent that the dimensions of concepts (knowledge), skills and attitudes are inter-
linked with the three core structural components (threads) or overall framework of the educative process.  

(Palmer 2002) 

The interrelatedness of the different components can be exemplified by different elements; firstly, 
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the acquisition of knowledge and the understanding about the environment inevitably 

encompasses the development of values and attitudes about it; secondly, first-hand experiences 

with the environment imply not only the furthering of knowledge and understanding but also the 

enhancement of skills, such as problem-solving, communication, or negotiation, as well as the 

development of a personal ethic for the world.  

Below we are going to report the representation of the interrelated components of environmental 

education reported in Palmer (2002).  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although the model seems to mainly focus on environmental education, its integrated approach 

can be used to develop interdisciplinary school curriculums in which the relationship with the 

environment is a common thread, which joins all the different elements, just like in our everyday 

life.   

On the other hand, Robottom and Hart (1993) elaborated a model that, differently from Palmer 

(2002), supports distinct visions of environmental education. In particular, they took into account 

the positivist, interpretive, and critical paradigms described in the previous section and they 

applied them to the educational context. Thus, referring to the perspective of the three threads and 

learning processes of environmental education, the positivist view tends towards the goals of the 

learning about the environment, the interpretative is closer to the perspective of the learning 

from/in the environment, whereas the critical view heads for the learning for the environment 

Figure 1 – Interrelated components of environmental education (Palmer 2002) 
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because its critique goals encourage the undertaking of actions. In Appendix A, we are going to 

report that table which sums up this perspective. What emerges from this is that the two scholars 

did not attempt to integrate the various visions, but simply supported a major shift from the 

positive view towards the other two, in order to foster a move towards a more holistic conception 

of education. However, despite this fragmented perspective, Robottom and Hart were aware of 

the importance of connections among the different perspectives, as exemplified by the fact that a 

critical stance towards the environment cannot be developed without acquiring knowledge about 

it. In our opinion, Palmer’s model provides a more ecological vision of environmental education 

because it mainly focuses on the interrelatedness of the different components and its application 

can be extended to general education. In his work, Palmer (2002) also reported a series of 

successful applications of his model in different educational contexts and we refer to his study for 

further details upon them.  

Interestingly, a section of Palmer’s work revolves around some of the main critiques that have 

been made by Robottom and Hart (1993), Gough (1987), and Jickling and Spork (1996) 

concerning environmental education. The first criticised the fact that environmental education 

goals have been set by an international agenda, and he claimed that, due to the contextual and 

situated nature of environmental education, which cannot be separated from its context of 

actualisation, the adoption of a general agenda might be inadequate to satisfy the needs of every 

local situation. This critique recalls the observations made by Tudor (2003) in relation to the 

development of ecological curriculum in language education. Tudor (2003), indeed, advocated 

for a more local approach, which takes into consideration the contextual needs of a specific 

socio-cultural context and of a specific learning community. We do support this vision, although 

we do not totally condemn the adoption of an international agenda. Indeed, environmental issues, 

despite being currently more impactful on specific geographic areas, are of global concern 

because they are affecting the world in its entirety. Hence, a global strategy, which entails 

collaboration among different nations, is necessary; nevertheless, it should also not exclude the 

possibility to implement more local and specific solutions for each context.  

Gough (1987) and Jickling and Spork (1996), instead, criticised the terminology; the first 

considered the procedure of setting goals in terms of learning about, from, and for the 

environment still anthropocentric. Indeed, he embraced the perspective of deep ecology and 

presupposed that environmental education should focus on the relations with the environment, 
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rather that concentrating on the achievement of goals. Jickling and Spork (1996), instead, focused 

more on the expression of education for the environment; in particular, they pointed out that 

setting a series of behaviours and values that should be adopted to protect the environment goes 

against one of the main purposes of environmental education and education in general, which is 

the development of a critical thinking and a critical attitudes towards pre-conceived values. 

Within this perspective, we support the response made by Palmer (2002), concerning the fact 

that, despite its anthropocentric focus, education for the environment has turned into a successful 

tool for teachers and students to interrelate education both about and from the environment. 

Undoubtedly, every educational strategy is part of a complex system, which always reorganises 

and redefines itself, reason why the most important thing is to be receptive and stay within the 

process, while analysing its qualities and flaws. We are currently facing a moment of transition in 

which the dualistic conception of reality has been put under discussion and in which we are 

trying to formulate a more ecocentric view of the world. Therefore, languages, specifically SAE 

languages, as well as societies, are still trying to understand how to go through this complex 

transition, and yet, they are not provided with the tools to describe reality in an ecocentric way. 

As a result, the anthropocentric nature of the expression environment for education is partially 

entailed in the anthropocentric structure of SAE languages and, being aware of this is the first 

step to foster change. However, change, especially on a linguistic level, requires time and is often 

a consequence of a series of gradual adjustments; thus, we cannot expect to instantly eradicate a 

perspective that has been embedded in the Western dominating culture for centuries. 

While looking for more suitable expressions for an ecocentric definition of environmental 

education, we can notice how, also in this circumstance, language is an integrant part of the 

environment, and this is going to appear even more evident in the following section.  

 

4.2. Environmental education and language education 
Traditionally, language education is associated to the teaching of grammar rules and vocabulary 

and, over time, practitioners have wondered if language teachers should deal with social issues in 

their classes. As reported by Jacobs and Goatly (2000), scholars like Jones (1993) believe that 

language teachers should focus on doing their job, which is teaching language, instead of 

obliging students to deal with social issues; other scholars like Jacobs (1993) claim that language 

is best taught through content and that educators have the responsibility to teach students how to 
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be good citizens. Environmental education implies the study of environmental issues, which, on 

their behalf, can be considered social issues due to the implications that they have on society. For 

this reason, in this section we are going to analyse how language education can be of help to 

reach the goals of environmental education and how, on the other hand, the latter can contribute 

to the first.  

Before doing this, we are going to briefly examine why language educators should integrate 

environmental issues in their courses. Cates (2003), for example, outlined two main reasons: one 

is mainly personal and ethical and is attendant to the frame of values of every teacher; the other, 

instead, is more related to the general aspiration of turning language teaching into a ‘profession’, 

which, going back to the Hippocratic Oath in Ancient Greece, is intended as an activity which 

exerts a social responsibility through its practice. Within this context, the UNESCO Linguapax 

Project, whose first conference was held in Kiev in 1987, consisted in a cycle of seminars 

concerning the role of language teaching for international understanding and its declaration 

claimed the relevance of language teachers for the promotion of cooperation, mutual respect, and 

peaceful coexistence (Cates 2003). Therefore, thanks to this, language educators started being 

invested with an important social responsibility which make us support the idea that language 

classes are invaluable platforms to talk about social and, consequently, environmental issues.   

In addition, the International Environmental Education Programme (IEEP), set in 1976 six 

objectives that environmental education should achieve. Below we are going to report them, 

together with the brief description made by Jacobs et al. (2006): 

 
Awareness. To help individuals and social groups acquire an awareness of and sensitivity to the total environment 
and its allied problems. […].  

 
Knowledge. To help individuals and social groups acquire basic understanding of the total environment, its 
associated problems and humanity's critically responsible presence and role in it. […] 

 
Attitude. To help individuals and social groups acquire social values, strong feelings of concern for the environment, 
and the motivation for actively participating in its protection and improvement. […] 

 
Skills. To help individuals and social groups acquire the skills for solving environmental problems. These include 
scientific and technological skills, but also language skills. […] 

 
Evaluation Ability. To help individuals and social groups evaluate environmental measures and education programs 
in terms of ecological, political, economic, social, aesthetic, and educational factors. While everyone agrees that we 
must do something to protect the environment, there are many disagreements about how to do it. […] 

 
Participation. To help individuals and social groups develop a sense of responsibility and urgency regarding 
environmental problems so as to ensure appropriate action to solve those problems. All the other five objectives 
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come to nothing if students and others do not translate their awareness, knowledge, attitudes, skills, and evaluation 
ability into action.  
 

What can be drawn for this list is that the last two objectives of environmental education require 

critical thinking abilities because these underlie every process of evaluation and participation. 

However, as underlined by Jickling and Spork (1996), the development of critical thinking is one 

of the goals of education in general and they are not prerogative only of environmental education. 

As we have already seen in the Chapter 2, using both Discourse Analysis and Critical Discourse 

Analysis in language courses has a positive influence on learners’ critical thinking abilities and 

these might even be improved through the use texts concerning environmental issues. 

Considering this aspect, it is possible to see how both language and environmental education can 

benefit from each other within this perspective and can actually move towards a shared direction.  

Before outlining other common elements between the two types of education, it is important to 

make some observations concerning the development of critical thinking in educational settings. 

Indeed, as reported by Palmer (2002), one of the controversial aspects of this element is that, in 

the context of environmental education, it is associated with the need to promote action towards 

the environment; this association might transform educational practice into activism if the 

students are induced to embrace the values adopted by the teacher or generally imposed by 

educational policies, without being provided with the skills to make independent evaluations. 

These observations can be extended to education in general due to the fact that every teacher has 

personal ideas of how the world should be (Brown 2000) and, furthermore, every critical stance 

is moved by ideological assumptions and intrinsic values, no matter how neutral its originating 

intentions are declared to be. However, we do not consider this as a real obstacle for the 

development of critical abilities while teaching social issues, on condition that teachers allow 

students to express themselves openly, respect their point of views, encourage all the sides of an 

issue and do not force students to share their opinions (Brown 1998; reported in Jacobs and 

Goatly 2000). Indeed, neutrality is impossible to be achieved and language itself is not a neutral 

element (Brown 1998), as shown by Halliday in his observation concerning lexicogrammar (see 

Chapter 2). The introduction of a critical pedagogy was first proposed by Freire, in opposition 

with traditional education; with his perspective, he underlined the importance of connecting 

school to society and to raise political awareness in students, instead of treating them as passive 

individuals, detached from the rest of the social fabric (Arikan 2009). Analogously, over the 
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years the teaching of grammar in foreign or second language education has seen an increasing 

interest towards a Contextualised Grammar Teaching (CGT) which focuses on the teaching of 

grammar in a social meaningful way and is therefore discourse-based and not rule-based (Arikan 

2009). Language is therefore analysed in interaction with its social and natural environment and 

language teachers are seen as socially responsible agents in charge of bringing positive change to 

society. Within this perspective, Social Responsible Teaching (SRT) has been developed with the 

goal to modify classroom interaction through the proposal of real life problems to the students 

(Arikan 2009); in this way, the combination of CGT and SRT brings students to direct their 

attention towards real life while learning a contextualised language which is effectively used by 

speakers and which is not detached or aseptic. This further confirms how the integration of 

environmental issues and environmental education into language education can be extremely 

beneficial for the language learning process as it would put students in front of real life problems 

to solve. 

In addition, in Chapter 2 we have analysed how language is intertwined with all the dimensions 

of reality and how it is part of an extended ecology, which does not reduce it to a simple tool of 

communication. Within this perspective, language teachers have the important role to teach how 

language can be used in every context, and how it can affect them, without excluding the natural 

settings from the panel; this might be extremely beneficial for the purposes of environmental 

education, especially in terms of awareness and knowledge concerning the manifold essence of 

environment. On the other hand, teaching about the environment might be of help for language 

teachers to show the complex relations of language to their students, and to outline its embodied 

nature. As a result both language and environmental education can be extremely valuable for 

each other.  

Within this framework, a good number of studies concerning the implementation of 

environmental education in language education have been conducted. Interestingly, most of them 

have focused on the teaching of English as a foreign language, aspect upon which we will 

comment afterwards, and they have examined various elements: some have proposed different 

approaches and have studied the attitudes of teachers, prospective teachers and students towards 

this integrated curriculum (Cates 2003; Arikan 2009; Nkwetisama 2011; Gürsoy and Saglam 

2011; Melin 2013; Setyowati and Widiati 2014; Sadykova, Yashina, and Zakirova 2014; I Gusti 

Agung 2018; Castro and Rodriguez 2019; Hossain 2019), while others have examined the 
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environmental content of a series of textbooks (Jacobs and Goatly 2000; Stibbe 2004; Jacobs, 

Lie, and Amy 2006; Xiong 2014). Moreover, they have included different types of education, 

ranging from environmental education and green pedagogy, to global education, peace education, 

and education for sustainable development. In the current analysis, we are not going to focus on 

the specific differences of every approach because, as we have seen in Section 4.1.3, they all 

belong to the same broad family.  

Starting with the analysis of the activities contained in these studies, most scholars have claimed 

that the best approach to teach language education through environmental education is the 

Content Based Instruction (CBI). This consists in the integration of content in the purposes of 

language teaching and it invites students to focus mainly on the meaning and less on the 

linguistic structure of their productions (Castro and Rodriguez 2019). This is in line with the 

CGT and SRT perspective outlined by Arikan (2009) and applied to teach Peace Education 

through English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in his study. CBI is actually one of the main trends 

belonging to the widely used communicative approach to language education and it is aimed at 

contextualising grammar in communicative activities where the rules of use come from the 

context of discourse (Chen 1995). In this perspective, lessons are student-centred and learners are 

active members of the learning process whereas the teacher is a sort of director who collaborates 

with the class community. Examples of CBI can be found in Cates (2003) where she proposes to 

teach past, present and future tenses while talking about pollution, and referring to its history, its 

present situation and its effects in the future; on the other hand, comparatives can be learnt 

through the analysis of human rights and global inequalities in different countries. Cates (2003) 

associated CBI to ‘experiential learning’ and she listed types of activities that could be used for 

the purpose, such as role plays, live discussion, dramatizations, quizzes, collaborative writing 

processes, and so on.  

Castro and Rodriguez (2019), instead, employed the CBI approach with students attending a 

secondary school in Bogotà in order to spread awareness concerning how to prevent 

environmental damage while working on the development of English speaking and writing skills. 

In this project students were initially invited to discuss a specific topic concerning the 

environment, and they were then asked to elaborate written and visual works regarding the 

discussed themes. What the two scholars noticed is the fact that students felt relieved because 

teacher’s attention was not mainly directed towards their linguistic performances but towards the 
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content of their contributions. In this way, they felt free to engage in meaningful and complex 

collective discussions, which resembled the spontaneous conversations typical of real life. Thank 

to this, their productive kills saw a sharp improvement, and their awareness concerning the 

environment increased.  

Another teaching approach that has been described by scholars and which can be linked to CBI is 

the so-called task-based or project-based learning. This approach entails the realisation of a 

project, usually in groups, so that students focus their attention on the achievement of specific 

tasks while looking for and acquiring the linguistic structures that they need for purpose of the 

activity. The realisation of projects is also useful to develop multiple literacy skills because 

students are asked to use different tools and modes of communication, and, additionally, they 

practice some of those skills which are part of the environmental education agenda, such as 

problem solving, negotiation, communication and so on. I Gusti Agung (2018), for example, 

planned a digital storytelling activity on Subak, a sustainable agricultural practice that belongs to 

the Indonesian tradition. This project involved prospective teachers of EFL and was aimed at 

seeing how this type of activity helped them develop environmental awareness in relation to 

sustainable practices. The outcome of the experiment was successful and made teachers learn 

about topics, unfortunately, not taught in the traditional educational system, and reflect about 

how these could be implemented in their language teaching practices; indeed, despite their 

advanced level of English, the participants of this project managed to widen their vocabulary in 

relation to the environment.  

Another approach that has been employed to teach environmental education in an EFL writing 

class is the genre-based approach. This consists in a four-staged strategy employed in language 

education to teach how to produce different text-types, through the use of authentic texts. 

Interestingly, Setyowati and Widiati (2014) proposed some examples of how to teach descriptive, 

narrative, and procedure writing in EFL classes through environmental texts in order to promote 

both environmental awareness and action in learners.  

Besides the description of suitable approaches, some scholars analysed the environmental content 

of a series of EFL textbooks. Jacobs and Goatly (2000) found that English language textbooks 

realised for an international public welcome the use of environmental content but do not promote 

action towards the protection of the environment. Stibbe (2004) and Xiong (2014), instead, 

conducted a more in-depth analysis of EFL textbooks used respectively in Japan and China; using 
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a Critical Discourse Analysis approach, they evidenced how the language used in the 

environmental texts present in the books mainly promoted a philosophy of shallow 

environmentalism. The two scholars showed how these texts entailed an anthropocentric 

worldview in which environmental issues can be solved with technological solutions, animals are 

not seen as individuals but as species, environmental degradation has negative consequences 

mainly for the socio-economic system, whereas the effects of the natural ecosystems are barely 

mentioned, and where human agency is almost absent in the descriptions of environmental 

destruction. Both Stibbe (2004) and Xiong (2014) suggested that learners should be invited to 

reflect upon these aspects and should also approach texts which encompass the value of deep 

ecology. Indeed, its main principles are also embedded in both Japanese and Chinese local 

philosophies and they promote a life in harmony with nature. Therefore, this might pave the way 

for some intercultural comparisons concerning Western and local forms of environmentalism.  

Jacobs et al. (2006), instead, described how some Indonesian EFL teachers collaborated to the 

creation an EFL book aimed at promoting environmental awareness and action, through activities 

both in class and outside the class, based on the approaches descripted above. However, despite 

the big effort put in the project, the textbook was not successful in terms of sales and use, 

probably due to the high cost and the fact that most of Indonesian EFL teachers are not cultured 

on environmental education. A similar observation was made by Nkwetisama (2011) for teachers 

and textbooks in Cameroon; despite claiming the usefulness of the integration of environmental 

education and EFL language education, the scholar observed how textbook mainly used by 

teachers is lacking of appropriate activities and how language educators do not seem neither 

prepared nor interested in teaching a language through environmental issues.  

Instead, concerning the attitude of prospective teachers, teachers, and students towards the use of 

environmental education in English language courses, a series of quantitative studies have been 

conducted in Turkey (Arikan 2009; Gürsoy and Saglam 2011), Russia (Sadykova, Yashina, and 

Zakirova 2014), and Bangladesh (Hossain 2019), mainly in higher education contexts. These 

showed promising outcomes for both teachers and students in terms of knowledge about the 

environment and language skills, as well as in terms of appreciation of the activities. However, 

Gürsoy and Saglam (2011) showed how teachers were reluctant concerning the welcoming of the 

environmental education within the national language curriculum on behalf of the Turkish 

government, and Hossain (2019) claimed that students were initially hesitant towards the 
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activities proposed but showed incresing interest during their realisation.  

Interestingly, these studies shared some common features: they were mainly conducted in the so-

called developing contries, in the context of English language education, and with quantitative 

methods of analysis. It is difficult to give an explanation for this but some potentially-reasonable 

hypothesis can be made. First of all, the choice of the countries might be related to the fact that 

these are experiencing a more direct effect of environmental degradation nowadays and that are 

often seen as the main cause of environmentally destructive practices, while the big role of 

Western imperialism and colonialism in these is often neglected. The choice of EFL contexts 

might be, instead, related to the fact that English is a lingua franca, and that it is the language of 

international treaties on environmental education but, curiously, it is also the language of the 

“colonising countries” and the potential vehicle of Western damaging ideologies. Starting from 

this observations, we believe that it would be interesting to have a wider vision of how 

environmental and language education are integrated in different countries and for different 

languages, in order to draw more consistent conclusions on the current state of affairs of the field. 

Neverthless, the studies that have been realised so far help us to adopt a critical perspective 

towards both the environmental policies, and the hegemony of English within this context.  

The only two studies which were conducted in different countries and which shed light on the 

relationship between language, culture and environmental awareness were those realised by 

Melin (2013) and Arreguin-Anderson and Kennedy (2013). The first was carried out with 

American college students of German, during the period of a semester and showed how language 

and culture can inform on different ecological sensibilities, and how cultural assumptions are 

connected to the environmental imagination of an entire country. Indeed, through content-based 

activies in German, concerning the climate and the athmospheric pollution, students not only 

deepened their general environmental awareness but understood how humanities can make 

individuals think about the way society and the arts respond to environmental events using a 

culture-based environmental imagination. 

The second study, instead, focused on the realisation of an environmental education project in a 

secondary school in Texas with a considerable number of Latino students, mainly with Mexican 

origins. The study adopted a Critical Race Theory to highlight how linguistic choices, even in 

environmental education, can lead to a racial discrimination if they do not consider the native 

languages of the different participants and they just employ the dominant language and cultures 
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of educational contexts – English, in this case. The project was, indeed, realised in Spanish and it 

proposed activites rooted in cultural practices concerning the environment, which were relevant 

for the community of Latin-American students. The successful outcome of the project 

demonstrated how language can be both an equalizing and a discriminative tool, depending on 

how it is used. Although this study was not directly focused on the teaching of a foreign language 

in the context of environmental education, it provides an interesting perspective on how 

language, culture, and environmental practices are interrelated and it paves the way for the topic 

of the following chapter.  
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5. Environment and culture(s) 
 

5.1. Nature and culture 
Landscapes are complexly authored texts, rich blends of natural and cultural process, deeply suggestive artefacts, 
material culture carrying within it the evidence of the many hands and minds that have shaped it over time. Any 
scene we sweep our eye across, from the shaggiest forest to the most densely developed suburb, has taken on its form 
and content because of actions that past humans have decided were possible, appropriate, and right for some 
combination of economic, technological, aesthetic, and ideological reasons.  
 

(Ryden 2005) 
 

When we think about nature and culture, we tend to see them as separate entities, which are 

respectively prerogative of natural and social sciences. The opposition between nature and culture 

seems very intuitive for Western thought but, in fact, defining both of these terms has been and 

still is one of the hardest enterprises for both academics and laymen. Indeed, if we consider the 

definitions that the two words have received over time, their boundaries progressively blur and 

their conventional distinction starts losing its solidity.  

Undoubtedly, the description of the evolution of the English word ‘culture’ provided by Bate 

(2000) constitutes a perfect instance of what stated above. As far as what Bate (2000) reports, the 

first account of the term dates back to Middle English, and, at that time, culture corresponded to 

“a cultivated field or piece of land”. Then, in late Middle English, it started being associated to 

“the action of cultivation”, until the early 17th century, when its meaning was extended to other 

forms of farming. Interestingly, in the 19th century, the word culture began to be used to refer to 

the “action which causes bacteria or a tissue to grow in a prepared medium”. This shift from the 

use of the term in the field of agriculture to the field of biological research has been defined by 

Bate (2000) as an “allegory of the march of modernity”. In the meantime, the first figurative 

meaning of the word made its first appearance in the 16th century due to the increasing 

urbanization of English territory and a consequent transfer of most of the population from the 

countryside to the city. In this context, the world culture started being employed to indicate the 

improvement of mind and manners caused by education and training, similarly to the 

improvement of the land determined by tillage. Definitely, the highest evolution of the figurative 

version of the term has taken place in the 19th century, as a consequence of the increasing 

processes of industrialisation and urbanisation. At the beginning of the century, the word was 

used in the context of the aesthetic sphere to indicate “a refinement of the mind, tastes, and 
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manners”, “artistic and intellectual development”, as well as “artistic and intellectual side of 

civilisation”. In the mid-century, the term was, then, redefined in an anthropological key, as “a 

particular form, stage, or type of intellectual development or civilization in a society; a society or 

group characterized by its distinctive customs, achievements, products, outlook” (Bate 2000). At 

the end of the 19th century, instead, sociological variants of the term appeared, and expressions 

like “the working class culture” started being used in opposition to the culture of arts and 

sciences. Analysing the excursus realised by Bate (2000), it is possible to see how the word 

‘culture’ was originally bound to agriculture and to the relationship between humans and the 

land; therefore, it was associated to the notions of nature, environment, and landscape. A similar 

account of historical development of the word can be found also in the work by Williams (1983), 

where we can also find an analysis of the evolution of the term in other European languages, 

which actually presents comparable features. Similarly to Bate (2000), Williams (1983) described 

the transition of the notion of culture from being initially associated to the field of husbandry, and  

“the tending of natural growth”, to a definition more related to civilization, up to the acquisition 

of an anthropological sense. Interestingly, Williams (1983) added some observations concerning 

the connotation of hostility that term acquired between the 19th and the 20th century, which 

stemmed from the conception of culture as superior knowledge. This hostility has indeed led to 

the distinction between the high art culture and the popular art culture, currently associated to 

entertainment.   

On the other hand, even without analysing the evolution of the words ‘nature’ and ‘natural’, we 

can see how these are actually imbued with cultural connotations by simply analysing some of 

the collocations in which they appear; some examples might be represented by the expressions 

‘natural beauty’ and ‘natural water’: the first has evolved over the years, in relation to the cultural 

beauty standards of every époque, whereas the second usually indicates bottled water, which is 

far from the idea of water coming out of a spring. Interestingly, Williams (1972) described how 

the apparently simple notion of nature, which has been used continuously over the history of 

English language, actually corresponds to very complicated ideas that cannot be separated from 

the historical evolution of the term. Through Williams’ (1972) account, we see how the word has 

evolved from initially being a definition of quality, corresponding to the notion of essence of 

things, to a description of the world, including in one single word the multiplicity of things and 

living processes. The abstraction of nature as a singular entity has been associated to the 
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Christian revelation of the existence of one true God, and, within this context, Williams (1972) 

showed how nature, despite having a manifold essence, has been represented as a singular, 

abstracted and personified entity, moving from being conceived as the minister of God, then as 

an absolute monarch, a constitutional layer, and a selective breeder. What emerges from this 

account is that the idea of nature cannot be separated from the idea of man and societies and that 

its progressive abstraction can be considered parallel to the abstraction of the notion of man, 

defined as an independent entity which can command and control nature. Although Williams 

(1972) focused more on the evolution of the term in English, we can consider his account as 

representative of the development of the word for other European languages. With this 

observation, we do not want to make inappropriate generalisations, but we want to underline the 

fact that, also for the languages the belong to the Western part of the world, the notion of nature 

cannot be distinguished from the historical, and therefore cultural evolution of its meaning.  

The Nature-Culture dualism has been a dominant paradigm for anthropology and it has caused 

the insurgence of apparently antithetical research programmes within the discipline: the cultural 

ecology approach mainly focuses on seeking the ways in which nature shapes culture, whereas 

the so-called culturalist perspectives revolve around the way culture imposes meaning on nature 

(Descola and Palsson 2003). Despite the apparently polar position of the two paradigms, Descola 

and Palsson (2003) underlined how they both conceive an “identical, universalistic conception of 

nature”, which is a product of the dominant Euro-American naturalism. This entails a strong 

division between the human-world of culture and the non-human world of nature, and a 

consequent clear-cut distinction between nature and society, according to which any form of 

interaction between humans and their environment is excluded. Within this perspective, nature is 

a domain of objects that follows independent laws and that constitutes a simple aseptic 

background for human activities (Descola 2013). This ‘Othering’ of nature is a legacy of the 

Enlightment and Cartesian theory (Tilley et al. 2000) and it entails a series of other dichotomies 

such as mind-body, subject-object, individual-society which, as we have already seen, are 

attendant to a more anthropocentric view of the world, and which, besides being short-sighted, 

might turn to be extremely harmful for the environment. Indeed, a dualist paradigm not only 

prevents the use of an ecological approach to human-environmental connection (Hornborg 2003), 

but it also inhibits the comprehension of local types of ecological knowledge, which differ from 

the western ecological knowledge (Descola 2003).  



	 93 

Indeed, there is growing evidence against the fact that nature and culture are independent and 

separated elements, and Descola and Palsson (2003) listed it in the introduction of their work.  

The first source of evidence is represented by the recent studies in biological evolution, which 

have compared human and non-human behaviour. These have distanced themselves from the 

Darwinian and Mendelian conception of living beings as passive elements whose evolution is 

simply determined by the pressure of the environment on their genetic pool. Thus, by excluding 

this one-way relationship, they support a mutual interaction between the organisms and the 

environment so that the evolving living beings contribute to the transformation of their niches, 

causing ‘proto-cultural’ alterations of the selective pressures exerted by the environment on them. 

In addition, research on the ethology of primates has made the boundary between nature and 

culture even narrower: studies on chimpanzees’ behaviour have shown how they seem to possess 

their particular “traditions” of material culture, whereas other research has shed light on the great 

complexity of baboons’ social behaviour, who seem endowed with the capacity to form meta-

representations of reality, just like human beings.  

The second source of evidence is, instead, represented by the studies on the contextual nature of 

the learning process, which has already been described in the previous chapters. Indeed the 

distinction between human culture and natural environment cannot provide adequate 

understanding of how a learner is not a passive element that absorbs information but an active 

individual who interacts with the environment and learns from it.    

A third element, which has been thoroughly analysed by the anthropologist Philippe Descola 

throughout his academic career, is based on the ethnographic discourse. Indeed, there is countless 

evidence on how many populations living in Latin America, Oceania, Africa and Asia see the 

distinction between nature and culture as meaningless. The example by Descola (1994) on the 

Achur Jivaro population of the Upper Amazon, which considers plants and animals as persons 

who live in societies of their own and establish relationships with humans following rules of 

social behaviour, is just one of the many which can be found in Kuper (2002), Descola and 

Palsson (2003), Selin (2013), and Descola (2013) and which show diverse versions of monism. 

This further proves how the nature-culture dichotomy is a product of Western culture and does 

not belong to other populations.  

Furthermore, this distinction is not only unsuitable to describe non-western forms of human-

nature interactions, but is also inadequate to account for the practice of modern science and the 
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recent concept of post-human. Indeed, as claimed by Nothnagel (2003), high-tech science does 

not represent nature for what it is but it reproduces it through the mediation of mathematical 

models and technical structures, which, in a certain sense, are cultural artefacts and function as 

mediating tools. Moreover, the technologies of human reproduction, cloning, transgenic 

manipulations on animals blur the line between what is human and what is non-human, and alter 

the construction of what a person is since they tend to deconstruct organisms into genes or other 

fragmented biological elements. Within this context, the increasing use of genetic engineering 

process on plants highlights how nature is increasingly being transformed into a product of 

society.  

Among the evidence reported by Descola and Palsson (2003), the recently-introduced concept of 

cultural landscape is absent. There is a series of studies (e.g. Galbreath 1975; Melnick 1981; 

Ryden 2005; Selin 2013; Nicolson 2016) which have analysed cultural landscapes starting from 

the idea that every natural element is transformed by people’s mind (Galbreath 1975) and that 

people have imposed cultural and historic value to places basing on their attraction for their 

natural attributes. Within this perspective Ryden (2005) has described a walk on Tuttle Road, a 

road situated in the town where he lives in New England, recognizing how landscapes are 

environmental texts which tell a story of how the humans have interacted and adapted to them by 

transforming them in ways which have been more or less beneficial for the environment. 

Therefore, this idea of landscapes as texts explains how these offer the chance to humans to 

identify and become parts of them. Melnick (1981), furthermore, described cultural landscapes as 

areas that mirror patterns of settlement and use of the land, which entail cultural values, norms 

and attitudes towards the environment. These landscapes are opposed to the natural landscapes, 

described as those areas that have been maintained as close as possible to the state of their natural 

ecological systems. Despite this distinction, we can see how even the so-called natural landscapes 

have a cultural connotation, which, as we have already seen, derives from the fact that the word 

‘natural’ is culturally connoted. Therefore, even in the idea of landscape the nature-culture 

dichotomy can be overcome because it entails a dialogic and dialectical relationship between 

humans and the environment, which can actually be considered part of a unique ecology.   

The anthropological debate around the notion of nature and culture is actually much more 

complex that the brief overview that we have just outlined. Hence, for further reference, we invite 

you to read the works by Kuper (2002), Descola and Palsson (2003), Braun and Castree (2005), 
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Pilgrim and Pretty (2010), Selin (2013), and Descola (2013).  The purpose of this section was not 

to provide a detailed account of it but, instead, to show how the certainties concerning the 

distinction between nature and culture are not so solid.  

As we all know, language education is also an opportunity to learn about a new culture and to 

develop students’ intercultural literacy, in order to foster their communication skills in the culture 

of the target language. Within this perspective, discovering the cultural values of nature and 

landscapes in a particular context becomes a fundamental element for the development of both 

intercultural and environmental awareness. Indeed, it paves the way for an analysis of the nature-

culture relationship in different communities and it can be used to instil reflections upon how 

‘sustainable’ these interactions are. For this reason, in the next section we are going to examine 

how the concept of environmental literacy can be employed in a language course aimed at 

developing learners’ intercultural and environmental awareness.    

 

5.2. The use of environmental literacy to develop intercultural awareness 
The concept of literacy has become increasingly important for foreign and second language 

education and it traditionally corresponds to the ability to read and write. Due to the increasing 

complexity of reality and due to the manifold nature of language education, literacy concepts 

started being used to refer metaphorically to the capacity of reading, deciphering and 

contextualising the various world’s symbols (Küchler 2011).  

In particular, as described by Küchler (2011), foreign language learners are usually supposed to 

master the following types of literacy:  

• the traditional literacy, which consists in the ability to read and write the linguistic structure 

of the target language; 

• the media literacy, namely the capacity to understand any text created by the culture and 

media of the target language; 

• the cultural literacy, which corresponds to the capacity of analysing texts as cultural artefacts 

of a particular society;  

• the intercultural literacy, which makes the learner able to become an external observer and, a 

potential in-between of his own culture and the culture of the target language; 
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• the e(lectronic) literacy, which is an extended version of the media literacy and includes, for 

instance, the so-called film literacy or computer literacy, entailing the capacity to comprehend 

all the types of texts produced by innovative communicative technologies.  

Besides these, Küchler (2011) proposed to add another form of literacy: the environmental 

literacy. Before taking into consideration the meaning associated to it by Küchler (2011), it is 

important to understand the evolution of the term, which, just like environmental education, is 

not univocal and single-sided.  

As claimed by Teksoz et al. (2012), the first scholar who used the expression environmental 

literacy was Roth in 1968. He used it as a response to the wording “environmental illiterate” used 

by mass media to refer to those people who were polluting the environment. In its overview 

concerning the evolution of the term published in 1992, Roth claimed that:  

 
[…] an environmentally literate citizen recognizes environmental problems when they arise; evaluates environmental 
issues before acting; prefers long range benefits; takes action for solving environmental problems; recognizes 
lifelong learning about environmental problems; recognizes the human-nature relationship; treats public and private 
property with the same respect; recognizes the needs of future generations; recognizes the impact of population 
increase on the natural resources depletion; works to maintain diversity of the total environment.  

(Teksoz et al. 2012) 

 

Despite the presence of a definition the wording environmental literate in the 1977’s Tbilisi 

Declaration, the UNESCO conference held in 1997 expanded its meaning, stating that:  

 
Environmental literacy is a basic functional education for all people, which provides them with the elementary 
knowledge skills, and motives to cope with environmental needs and contribute to the sustainable development  
 

(UNESCO 1997, reported in Moseley 2000) 

As we can see, environmental literacy has a quite broad definition and it is tightly linked with the 

concept of environmental education. However, the first represents a capacity that individuals 

have to develop in order to become environmentally educated.  Therefore, after some debates, 

scholars acknowledged that, analogously to the other types of literacy, environmental literacy 

could thrive passing through a series of stages (Roth 1992; Moseley 2000), which are:  

• the nominal environmental literacy, attendant to the ability of recognising the main terms 

related to the environment;  

• the functional environmental literacy, namely the capacity to use environmental knowledge to 

formulate positions concerning environmental issues;  
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• the operational environmental literacy, which corresponds to the capacity of perceiving 

environmental issues with regularity, collecting relevant information concerning these and 

choosing among the alternatives while acting in favour of the environment.  

These stages imply a development of awareness, concern, understanding and action in a 

continuum, within which the first stages are preparatory for the latter (Moseley 2000). 

What these definitions do not include or just leave implicit is the cultural element of 

environmental literacy; indeed, due to tight bond between nature and culture, the knowledge 

about the environment cannot overlook “the awareness of cultured environmental concepts, 

attitudes, as well as skills in perceiving and communicating those issues” (Küchler 2011). This 

implies that the teaching of environmental literacy in foreign language education might pave the 

way to learn about how different cultures entail their relationship with nature and the 

environment, an aspect of culture, which has often been neglected by foreign language 

curriculums. This is probably due to the fact that the perception, construction and evolution of the 

representations of the humans’ interaction with the natural environment are often considered 

‘natural’ or obvious (Küchler 2011). However, the previous paragraph has shown how this 

relationship is not self-evident at all and, in fact, it is part of those stereotypes that every culture 

creates to make sense of the world and its elements, such as, in this case, the mankind’s 

interaction with nature. Within this perspective, the foreign language classroom is not a neutral 

place; undoubtedly, it is filled with the values that every society perpetuates in order to build a 

collective identity within the individuals, and, in the case of a foreign language class, it implies 

an encounter of values belonging to different cultures. Becoming intercultural literate, therefore, 

entails the ability to perceive the stereotypes built by our own and other cultures and to 

coordinate them in order to construct our identity as a third element between the self and the 

other (Kramsch 2003; Küchler 2011). In this context, the fact that environmental knowledge 

derives from the cultural adaptation of a group of human to a specific landscape suggests that it 

can be employed to foster the development of intercultural competence. Indeed, understanding 

the way communities with different languages and cultures represent their relationship with the 

environment can provide the learners with the ability to comprehend diverse forms of human-

environment interaction and might lead them to perceive their existence as part of a bigger whole 

as well as to comprehend how this perception is actually influenced by a series of different 

factors which vary from culture to culture.  
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Within this perspective, environmental literacy appears as a pivotal tool not only to reach the 

goals of environmental education but also to fulfil the cultural purposes of foreign language 

education. However, to accomplish this, there needs to be common agreement on three main 

premises concerning environmental literacy (Bishop et al. 2000; Küchler 2011). The first is that 

the environment is culturally constructed, as discussed above; the second is that the relationship 

of human being with both humans and non-humans is a semiotic activity, thanks to which 

environments are actual texts whose symbols and signs need to be read and interpreted; the third 

is that environmental literacy is characterised by three levels: the functional, the cultural, and the 

critical level. The functional level corresponds to the basic comprehension of the environment; 

the cultural level displays the cultural elements that are dominant in a particular society, 

concerning the relationship with nature, whereas the critical level consists in the intentional and 

conscious participation in debates concerning environmental issues from a philosophical and 

ideological perspective. These three premises belong to the model of environmental literacy for 

foreign language education elaborated by Bishop et al. (2000) and reported Küchler (2011), who 

is the only scholar that underlines the importance of this model to recontextualise environmental 

education in its intercultural frame.  

Besides Küchler (2011), other three scholars have investigated the relationship between 

environment and culture in the foreign language class. One has been described in paragraph 4.2, 

and it corresponds to the work realised by Melin (2013) in the field of German teaching; this 

study presents an activity, realised to show how climate change can shed light on the different 

ecological sensitivities pertaining to German and American cultures. However, this work is not 

directly focused on the development of cultural and intercultural literacy through environmental 

literacy, like the one conducted by Berg (2013) with learners of German attending an American 

university. In this study, Berg lamented the fact the in language classes, culture is often reduced 

to products, such as food, clothes or festivities, whereas the teaching of the underlying cultural 

perspectives is usually avoided; however, when these are taught, they are usually absent in lower-

level courses and are introduced in advanced-level courses. According to the scholar, this way of 

proceeding does not only prevent students from engaging with the complex essence of culture but 

it also creates a big gap between students with different levels of the language, entailing the idea 

that lower-level students do not have the ability to comprehend a foreign culture to the fullest. 

Even if this might be partially true, students of every language, before being potential speakers 
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and learners of the target language and culture, are individuals who have grown up in a specific 

culture, and who can engage in complex conversations concerning the its main aspects. Indeed, 

Berg proposed an activity for both intermediate and more advanced students of German which 

took into consideration the importance of emotions, in particular of empathy, to foster the 

understanding of another’s cultural perspective in relation to our own. In particular, he achieved 

this through activities based on a variety of texts concerning the nuclear power, and its potential 

consequences for both environment and the economy, in Germany and in the U.S.A. What 

emerged from this work is that the role of empathy used to develop an intercultural stance 

concerning the human-environment relationship is an extremely powerful tool that should be 

used more often. 

Another work which considered the cultural aspect of an environmental issue, such as climate 

change is the one conducted by Goulah (2017) with religious refugees English language learners 

from the former Soviet Union (FSU); some of the students were Baptists, the others were 

Pentecostals and both religions do not to consider the role human agency in the phenomenon of 

climate change. To create the activities proposed in the study, the researcher adopted the concepts 

of value creation and creating coexistence, which embrace the idea that every individual 

contributes to generate the environment that sustains all other existences within it, and that a deep 

transformation of the self takes place through a dialogic construction of values within a 

community. Thus, by analysing the cultural and religious aspects of the concept of climate 

change, students managed to, improve their English, increase their environmental knowledge and 

develop eco-ethical perspectives of the environment consonant with their cultural religious 

identity. Even if this work did not directly address the theme of environmental literacy, it 

provided an interesting perspective on how to use the cultural aspects of an environmental issue 

to foster significant reflections on the theme, while taking into consideration students’ beliefs and 

teaching them a foreign language.  

In addition to these works, an interesting perspective on the human-nature relationship in second 

language learning is the study provided by Cutter-Mackenzie (2009). This project consisted in the 

realisation of a multicultural school garden program to teach English as a second language to new 

migrants from Afghanistan and Sudan aged from 6 to 12. During the programme, students were 

aided in the construction of gardens that constituted outdoor spaces for the community of 

learners; this allowed them to learn English through an experiential approach and opened many 
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conversations concerning food and traditions in their originating cultures. On the other hand, it 

seemed that despite acquiring a sense of agency in the protection of the environment and 

understanding the importance of growing their own food, learners did not acquire a full 

environmental awareness and still had some problems in developing knowledge concerning how 

to actually grow their food. Analogously to the previous study, this research was not directly 

connected to the concept of environmental and intercultural literacies but it provides interesting 

points of reflection. First of all, it describes an experiential approach of English teaching and 

learning through an outdoor activity. Secondly, this experiential learning experience is inserted in 

a multicultural and intergenerational context, which also involved some adults of the community. 

Thirdly, it merged language teaching with environmental education showing how language, 

culture and nature can form ecological relations within an educational setting and, more broadly, 

within an entire community. Due to the success of the project, it might be interesting to further 

investigate how activities such as school gardens can contribute to the development of 

environmental literacy while learning a language. In addition, it would be even more interesting 

to study how these activities might help understand the human-environment relationship of a 

specific culture, and therefore foster intercultural understanding.  

This brief overview of works highlights the void in the teaching of culture through the different 

cultural conceptions of nature entailed in every language and society. This might be caused by 

the relative recent appearance of these topics in literature, and we urge language teachers not to 

neglect the importance of this aspect in their courses in order to foster an ecocentric view of the 

world. Within this perspective, it would be interesting to explore the role that ecocriticism might 

have in this. Ecocriticism is, indeed, a broad field, which is aimed at investigating the global 

ecological crisis by intersecting studies in literature, culture, and the physical environment. In 

particular, thanks to the work by Glotfelty and Fromm (1996), this discipline began to expand, 

acknowledging the importance of considering environment as a critical category, just like genre 

or class or race. Due to the tight connection between literature and culture and due to the fact that 

language educators often use literary texts to foster language learning, it would be very 

interesting to study how ecocriticism might be integrated in foreign or second language courses 

to develop students’ awareness concerning the different cultural notions of nature.  
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5.3. Ecology as a Metaphor and language education 
We have started the present work, talking about ecolinguistics and its multifarious nature, which 

stems from the various meanings of the words ecology and environment in relation to language. 

In Chapter 2 we have discussed the ecolinguistics’ trend that descends from Hallidian paradigm, 

and that focuses on the relationship between language, the environment and the current 

ecological issues, through the analysis of environmental discourses. In this section, instead, we 

are going to briefly outline the so-called Haugenian paradigm, which revolves around the nature-

culture relationship and the symbolic ecology of language, as Steffensen and Fill (2014) would 

say.  

The Norwegian linguist Einar Haugen was, indeed, the first who introduced in 1972 the metaphor 

of ecology for languages and who used it to define the study of any language in its environment 

(Wiertlewska 2011). Through this metaphor, Haugen positioned every language in relation to the 

other languages, their sociolinguistic varieties, their status within the society and the 

multilingualism of the speakers. As a consequence of the fact that, in those years, ecology was 

becoming an emblem for all the movements for environmental protection and sanitation, Haugen 

also addressed the protection of small languages (Fill 2009), which, as we will see, is tightly 

connected to biodiversity and ecological issues. As  claimed by Fill (2009), Haugen’s metaphor 

consisted in comparing languages to species, which, similarly to animals, are not isolated but 

establish a harmonious relationship with their environment, based on a series of exchanges aimed 

at keeping the balance of the entire ecosystem. Therefore, also in this case, language is not 

depicted as a fixed structure but as a dynamic element, which interacts meaningfully with 

cultures, thought patterns and the world. Due to the twofold nature of the environment of 

languages, language contacts and relationships can be analysed from a societal and individual 

perspective. Therefore, the studies that supported the Haugenian paradigm of ecolinguistics 

analysed the relationships of languages within the societies, and within individual minds (Fill 

2009).  

The study of societal language contacts has mainly focused on phenomena like language attrition, 

pidginisation, creolisation, language extinction, language minorities and biocultural diversity, 

using an ecological perspective, which favours diversity and emphasizes the relationships 

between society and culture. One of the contexts in which the metaphor of ecology has been 

widely used is the maintenance and survival of languages. Mühlhäusler (1996) is one of the 
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scholars who carried out research both in the Haugenian and Hallidian paradigm, and contributed 

significantly to the field. In particular, thanks to his analysis of the linguistic ecology in the 

Pacific area, he shed light on those phenomena that brought a sharp transformation in the 

linguistic landscape of the area. Indeed, he claimed that European colonialism has been the main 

cause of this change, and it has provoked a loss of linguistic heterogeneity and a decline of the 

structural and semantic diversity in Pacific languages; within this context, he blamed the 

missionaries’ attempt to Christianise local populations, and the literacy and foreign language 

teaching practices for being the main agents of social and linguistic impoverishment of the 

indigenous local knowledge. Despite the importance of Mühlhäusler’s study, Siegel, et al. (1997) 

reviewed the work and found many inaccuracies as well as inexact data or statements not 

supported factual evidence; the scholars, indeed, recognised the pivotal role of the work in 

highlighting the consequences of linguistic imperialism (Mühlhäusler 1992) on  the phenomenon 

of language loss but they also proved that many languages, especially those spoken in the small 

islands of the area, resisted the practices and are still part of the local language ecology.  

The theme of language contact and language ecology has been explored by other scholars and for 

further reference we invite you to read the essay collections by Fill and Mühlhäusler (2001), and  

Fill and Penz (2017). Within the latter, the work by Bastardas-Boada (2017) focuses on the 

ecology of language contact, claiming that this includes a series of actions of different units and 

agents, whose sum might lead to substantial changes in major human groups. Specifically, when 

it comes to the interactions between the so-called minority and majority languages, in most cases, 

the first is integrated in the latter, and it is consequentially abandoned after a few generations. It 

is important to specify that, concerning the terminology, the expressions small languages, 

regional languages or minoritised languages tend to be preferred to the term minority, due to the 

negative connotation that is implied in it. Indeed, the differences between these groups of 

languages do not belong to the structural properties of the languages themselves, but are a 

consequence of the relations of power that belong to different individuals or groups (Bastardas-

Boada 2017). These relations usually depend on three main factors, which are the demographic, 

the economic power and the political power of the groups, and, according to Bastardas-Boada 

(2017), it is necessary to adopt an ecological perspective to analyse them and to see how to avoid 

the subsequent abandonment of the minoritised language. Within this perspective, indeed, “two 

languages can coexist in an individual and in human societies if people can distribute the uses of 
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the languages they speak and can identify themselves with different categories” (Bastardas-Boada 

2017). This entails the fact that the learning of other languages does not necessarily have a 

negative impact on local language, unless this loses its functional preeminence, both in the 

informal oral communication, and in the formal written functions. In this way, if the foreign 

language is principally used for exterior contacts, it warrants a “sustainable bilinguisation” of the 

population. This observation will become very useful when we are going to talk about language 

policies and language planning, which, in their turn, can highly influence the educational 

practices of a language class.  

In addition, the survival of minoritised languages is connected to another broad theme of the 

metaphor of ecology: the maintenance of biocultural diversity.  

 
Biocultural diversity may be defined as the sum total of the world’s differences, no matter what their origin. It is the 
variety of life in each of its manifestations—biological, cultural, and linguistic—all of which interact with the 
planet’s abiotic diversity to form a complex adaptive system that supports life on Earth.  
 

(Skutnabb-Kangas and Harmon 2017) 

 

The conception of a close connection between biological, cultural, and linguistic diversity 

appeared in 1990s, and then, in mid-2000s it turned into a field for academic research whose 

main foci are (Maffi 2005):  

 
(a) the parallels and correlations between biodiversity and linguistic diversity, the overlap in the global distribution 
of languages and biodiversity, and the relationships between language, traditional knowledge, and the environment; 
(b) studies and assessments of the common threats to biodiversity, cultural diversity, and linguistic diversity and of 
the sociocultural and environmental consequences of loss of these interlinked diversities; (c) approaches to the joint 
maintenance and revitalization of biocultural diversity; and (d) development of the related aspects of human rights.  
 

(Maffi 2005) 

Maffi (2005) provided a historical account of how research in the field has developed and she has 

claimed that the first work that offered an accountable foundation for the field of biocultural 

diversity was the one conducted by Harmon (1995; 1996). Indeed, he provided a global cross-

mapping of the geographical distributions of species and languages and showed how there is an 

overlapping of the areas which present a higher biological and linguistic diversity. For further 

information concerning how the discipline has evolved we refer you to Maffi’s (2005) study and 

below, we are going to list the parallels and differences between the biological and linguistic 

diversity as described by Skutnabb-Kangas and Harmon (2017). The first element of parallelism 
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is, indeed, the geographical distribution mentioned above; the second is the fact that both species 

and language are evolutionary and can be described through phylogenetic trees; the third is that 

they can be classified hierarchically, using similar methods of taxonomy; the fourth is that they 

are associated to a specific place or a region, whereas the fifth is represented by the fact that 

isolation, respectively communicative and reproductive, is the driving force for language genesis 

and speciation.  

However, there are some important elements that are typical only of languages. In particular, 

languages are volitional, which means that their existence rely on the will of individuals; they are 

additive, namely they can be learnt seamlessly during every individual’s life, and their existence 

depends on a series of complex sociocultural factors which belong to human societies. Due to 

these unique aspects of language, Pennycook (2004) criticised the biomorphic metaphors which 

compare languages to species because, according to him, these metaphors lead to the 

enumeration, objectification and biologisation of languages as natural objects, instead of seeing 

them as cultural artefacts. Indeed, the adoption of this perspective risks to catalogue languages as 

entities that can be separated and used autonomously, a viewpoint which is actually in opposition 

with any form of ecological conception of language. However, even considering languages as 

cultural artefacts might lead to the same outcome and then reinforce the dichotomies of the 

Cartesian philosophy which ecology wants to avoid. For this reason, Pennycook (2004) proposed 

an integrationist perspective, which, according to him, is more in line with the objectives of 

ecology. As he states, this perspective,  

 
[…] would take into account the historical construction of languages, both in terms of their political construction in 
relation to nation states and in terms of their epistemological construction as autonomous objects; it would therefore 
no longer postulate the existence, enumerability or separability of languages as part of its theoretical apparatus. A 
language ecological perspective from this point of view would mean not that languages as entities exist in relation to 
each other, nor that languages adapt to physical environments, nor that languages are causally related to diversity; 
rather, it would mean that language (not languages) is a set of semiotic relations dynamically integrated across 
physical, social, mental and moral worlds. From this perspective, therefore, we are not trying to find a relationship 
between language and the world, language and mind, language and society, language and morality, language and the 
environment, but rather asking how it is they were ever separated. 
 

(Pennycook 2004) 

In particular, Pennycock (2004) suggested adopting this vision in order to create language 

policies that embrace the idea of diversity not as something that should be preserved and 

maintained, but as something that can be created and nurtured. Indeed, all the debates concerning 

small languages and the preservation of biocultural diversity are correlated to those regarding 



	 105 

language policies and language planning. The first corresponds to “the bodies of ideas, laws, 

practices, regulations and rules intended to achieve some planned language change” (Kaplan 

2017). They can be realised in a formal way, through official documents, through informal 

statements of intent, and through unstated covert practices (Kaplan 2017). Hence, language 

policy is a superordinate category that can work on a subnational, national, and supranational 

level in order to regulate the maintenance of indigenous cultures, the promotion of language 

rights, the choice of national official languages, and the multilingualism in the educational 

system (Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas 1996). Language planning, instead, consists in the 

implementation of language policies and it is directly aimed at deliberately and systematically 

changing the language code in a specific community of speakers (Kaplan 2017).  

It is possible to see how both language policies and language planning generally depend on 

governmental or other international authoritative bodies’ decisions, reason why they are 

subordinate to political and economic choices, which, in most cases do not really take into 

consideration the linguistic features and needs of specific populations and geographic areas 

(Mühlhäusler 2000). Lately, language policies have widely discussed the role of English 

language in the European and global context and, some controversies have appeared (Fill 2009). 

Scholars like Phillipson favour policies that sustain small languages and avoid a globalised use of 

English. Indeed, Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas' (1996) work reported the two main global 

language policies paradigms proposed by Tsuda (1994): the Diffusion-of-English paradigm and 

the Ecology-of-Language paradigm. The first sustains capitalism, science and technology, 

modernisation, monolingualism, ideological globalization and internationalisation, 

transnationalisation, Americanisation and homogenisation of world culture, as well as linguistic, 

cultural, and media imperialism. The second, instead, supports a human rights perspective, the 

equality in communication, multilingualism, maintenance of languages and culture, protection of 

national sovereignties, and the promotion of foreign language education (Phillipson and 

Skutnabb-Kangas 1996). Within this perspective, Phillipson underlines the value of the latter and 

the dangerousness of the first.  

On the other hand, Crystal, despite being in favour of multilingualism, highlighted the 

importance of a common global language, like English, to foster global communication, thwart 

misunderstandings and foster global peace, which in Mühlhäusler’s vision, corresponds to 

linguistic imperialism (Fill 2009). 
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It is no coincidence that Mühlhäusler proposed an ecological form of language planning, which, 

in opposition to the traditional forms, is not directed towards the standardisation and 

homogenisation of languages but to the maintenance of linguistic diversity (Mühlhäusler 2000).  

Basing on this, he claimed that traditional language planning accounts for a form of segregational 

linguistics, which maintains that languages are communicative tools distinct from non-languages. 

In addition, this approach holds the idea that that languages’ loss is inevitable, and that 

uniformity is natural and desirable, whereas diversity causes poverty and social problems. On the 

other hand, the ecological language planning paradigm proposed by Mühlhäusler (2000) holds 

that languages are integral parts of larger communicative systems, and that their diversity is not 

only structured and functional, but also natural and desirable. In addition social problems and 

poverty are seen as the main causes of loss of diversity; indeed, the economic gap between 

minoritised and dominant communities makes speakers’ of small languages abandon these to 

seek for opportunities of improvement of their economic situation, which would be impossible if 

the kept using their native languages. Within this perspective, the employment of an ecological 

language planning is tied to a series of considerations, which have been summed up by 

Mühlhäusler (2000):  

1. The state of health of an ecology and the need for management are directly intertwined: an 

ecology with great diversity does not need to be managed because it is autopoietic and self-

regulating; on the other hand, a greater presence of standardised elements, and the 

maintenance of a single language among communities requires management and continuous 

external adjustments;  

2. All language ecologies are different because they are the outcome of centuries of cultural 

adaptation of various communities to a particular environment;  

3. An ecological language management requires a great knowledge of the natural elements that 

sustain or oppose a particular ecology, and it needs to be empathetic towards its inhabitants. 

Therefore, ecological management and planning should focus on understanding the 

parameters that sustain that particular ecology, instead of imposing external ones to it;  

4. Languages’ survival relies on contact and rich environments, therefore the biggest challenge 

is to diminish the competition and favour the cooperation among languages. This can be 

achieved through the disempowerment of excessively dominant languages and the 
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maintenance of intercommunicative tools, such as pidgin and lingua francas, which should 

not substitute local languages; 

5. The ecological language planning involves the participation of all inhabitants of a peculiar 

language ecology and it should not be pre-designed by alleged groups of experts and 

managers who impose their ideas; 

6. An ecological language planning should permeate all the boundaries, even the national ones.  

As it can be seen, the main goal of this type of language planning is to keep the world’s diversity 

intact because this constitutes the foundation of every healthy ecosystem. As a matter of fact, the 

loss of a language corresponds to the loss of a specific ecological knowledge and an 

impoverishment for the entire ecosystem. Therefore, an ecological language planning might be 

beneficial also for English as a global language. Indeed current language policies have lead to its 

commodification (Souza 2015), and a consequent impoverishment of its cultural background 

caused by the increasing number of speakers of English as a lingua franca. Therefore, English 

teachers might play a pivotal role in developing students’ critical language awareness so that they 

can understand the complexities of transforming a language, which is naturally bound to a 

specific ecology, into a lingua franca spoken by everybody, and also examine the possible 

consequences that local languages can experience when being substituted by an international 

language. Indeed, no matter how language policies and language planning can influence the 

general trend of national and international bodies towards language, those who exert the highest 

influence on a practical level are language educators. Interestingly, there are not many works, 

which focus on how to foster the maintenance of the biocultural diversity and the avoidance of 

language loss within the classroom. For sure, the employment of the Van Lier’s ecological 

approach described in Chapter 3 and the implementation of environmental education programmes 

conducted in the language of the minoritised communities, as the one presented by Arreguin-

Anderson and Kennedy (2013) (see Chapter 3), can foster this attitude but there is need for more 

thorough investigations. In addition, language classes are often multilingual ecologies constituted 

by individuals who come from different language communities and who, besides this, have to 

interact with the second or foreign languages that they are learning. This aspect increases the 

level of complexity with which language teachers have to interact with. The work by Creese and 

Martin (2003) is a useful collection of essays, which explores the topic and investigates how to 

connect language classroom to the external socio-political environment, through an ecological 
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perspective. Moreover, another interesting work is the one carried out by Wiertlewska (2011),  

which provides an ecological model of English language teaching to native Polish speakers. In 

this study, the scholar borrows the concept of language robustness proposed by Puppel (2007), 

and she uses it to explain how to preserve language diversity. In particular, the robustness of a 

language can be defined only in terms of language competition and its consequent outcomes, 

reason why a language like English is endowed with a heavy robustness because when it 

encounters other languages, it might cause their disappearance. Therefore, to promote the 

maintenance of linguistic diversity in the language classroom, teachers should adopt strategies 

that preserve the use less robust languages, while teaching a heavy robust language like English. 

In particular, these strategies, should favour the use of transcommunication (TRANS-), instead of 

intercommunication (INTER-), whose main differences have been explained by Wiertlewska 

(2011) in her work: 
. The “INTER”-perspective puts emphasis on language-communicative skills of the dominant language.   
. The “INTER”-perspective allows the marginalization of a given native language (L1) in the consciousness of 
native speakers of this language.   
. The “INTER”-perspective does not create favourable conditions for linguistic diversity maintenance.   
 
4. The “TRANS”-perspective helps the native communicators of a given language to acquire the highest possible 
level of the cultural-linguistic-communicative competence in the scope of L2 and simultaneously it requires from the 
native communicators the improvement of cultural- linguistic-communicative competence and skills in the scope of 
L1 – the native language.   
5. The “TRANS”-perspective leads to multilingualism on the level of individual native speakers as well as the whole 
national and ethnic communities.   
6. The “TRANS”-perspective creates an opportunity for ecological sustaining of the highest possible number of 
natural languages.   
 

(Wiertlewska 2011) 

Within this perspective, language teachers should foster the achievement of a high 

communicative competence in the global language while explaining students in what contexts it 

should be used and why it does not have to substitute their local languages. What emerges from 

the experiment conducted by Wiertlewska (2011) is that both English language teachers from 

Poland and Polish students consider English more important and more valuable than their native 

language, showing how attitudes can favour the robustness of global languages at the expense of 

less robust local languages. Undoubtedly, it would be interesting to replicate this experiment in 

other communities in order to see how language teachers’ conceptions might contribute to the 

endangerment of local languages.  
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As we have seen in this chapter, the preservation of linguistic diversity is directly connected to 

the preservation of biodiversity and, therefore, to the protection of the environment. 

Undoubtedly, a language course which is able to introduce these themes in its syllabus can widen 

students’ perception of what a language is, of how language can affect our representations of the 

environment and, more generally, of the world. The twofold nature of language, which makes it 

both a cultural artefact and an element that nature has given to humans to help their 

communication, is something which is rarely considered in language classrooms. However, it 

might be very useful because it would show how symbolic, social, cultural, cognitive, and 

physical ecologies are all part of a complexly structured ecosystem, which should be preserved in 

its entirety and not dissected into unequal separate entities.   
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6. Conclusions 
 

The environmental emergency that the world is facing is a global crisis which affects everybody 

and which requires the intervention of all the disciplines that so far have been part of human 

knowledge, from natural sciences to social sciences. For this reason, this dissertation was aimed 

at analysing how language education can give its contribution to these issues through the study of 

the main aspects of a language class that can foster environmental awareness and protection. 

Indeed, the role that language teaching might play in deepening the comprehension of the world 

and in widening people’s perspective is often neglected because, for a long time, language has 

been considered as a simple faculty of the mind or a skill to acquire in order to improve 

individual economic perspectives. However, the present work showed how language actually 

shapes our cognitive, socio-cultural, and physical reality, because it is an integral part of humans’ 

everyday life. Indeed, it can influence the way we perceive and analyse the world, it moulds and 

mediates our social interactions, and it is bound to the context of use and the cultural features of 

specific communities; in addition it entails ideas of the world and of the natural environment that 

have been developed throughout human history. As described by Halliday (1992), the 

lexicogrammatical elements of many Standard Average European (SAE) languages encompass 

an anthropocentric view of the world, which sees the natural environment as a resource to be 

exploited in order to satisfy human needs, and which entails a fragmented vision of reality. On 

the other hand, there are languages, such as the Amerindian or some African languages, whose 

structures encompass a more ecocentric vision, and, therefore, suggest an equal and mutual 

relationship between humans and nature. Unfortunately Western ideologies, which are comprised 

in SAE languages, have dominated for centuries and their effects on the natural environment have 

become increasingly evident after the Industrial Revolution, which has caused the beginning of 

what has been recently called the Anthropocene: the era in which humans are responsible for the 

significant changes in the natural environment. In the present dissertation, we have explored how 

languages can contribute to the inversion of this trajectory and, as stated above, we have seen that 

a change in the lexicogrammatical features of certain languages might pave the way for a more 

ecocentric vision of reality. However despite the importance of lexicogrammar, we do believe 

that paying too much attention on particular linguistic features, such as the use in English of 

uncountable nouns for natural resources, might bring people to lose their focus on the actual 
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matters. For this reason, we have directed our attention towards a more text-oriented analysis of 

language, which has been adopted by the recently born discipline of ecolinguistics, and which is 

interested in examining not only environmental discourse, but also any type of discourse, from 

economic to political discourse, in order to uncover the ideologies concerning the environment 

which might be hidden in rhetorical devices. The reason why we deem discourse a more effective 

element to focus on is because it comprises the idea of relationship; indeed, discourse analysis 

cannot be carried out without considering the context of use, the dialogic and dialectic relations 

with other discourses and the surrounding environment. Therefore, it entails a more ecological 

vision of language and it prevents people from seeing it as an independent entity. Furthermore, 

discourse analysis can raise awareness on how language can be used to persuade individuals, or 

to support certain ideologies instead of others, and therefore it can help develop critical thinking 

skills.  

Within this context, we think that language teachers might play a pivotal role in shedding light on 

language and its mechanisms since it constitutes both the medium and the object of study of their 

courses, which in turn represent the perfect platform to reflect upon language and what it actually 

is. Indeed, even if every speaker knows a lot about the language they speak, they do not 

necessarily know about how language works, how it can be used, what differences and 

similarities there are between different languages and this is something that in society based on 

information, such as the one that we are living in after the arrival on the Internet, cannot be 

neglected. Consequently, teaching a language through discourse analysis techniques might be a 

starting point to increase learners language awareness, as well as to develop their critical thinking 

skills, as shown by the studies reported in Chapter 2. On top of that, applying discourse analysis 

to texts concerning the environment or other connected topics can be even further students’ 

environmental awareness: the notion of discourse encompasses a more ecocentric view of 

languages and its analysis contributes to shed light on the hidden ideologies about the 

environment which belong to different types of texts. In addition, it offers the possibility to 

students to deal with real life topics, which, as we have seen in Chapter 4, foster language 

acquisition, and help learners engage actively with the class.  

Language and discourse are just the first elements that educators can take into consideration 

while planning a language course that can contribute to the environmental debate. Indeed, it is 

important that teachers ask themselves what language they want to teach, or what aspect of 
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language they want to highlight, as well as what idea of language they want to convey, or what 

theory they support. After taking into consideration this aspect, language educators should 

proceed choosing the approach they want to adopt in their classes. In chapter 3 we have described 

the ecological approach to language teaching and learning, which, differently from the formalist 

method, sees language as a complex adaptive system, and language learning as a dynamic 

process which emerges from learners’ activities, and relies on the affordances present in the 

environment. What is interesting about this approach is the fact that language learning is not 

conceived simply as a cognitive activity but also as a process that depends on both the learning 

and the socio-cultural environment. This conception of learning is itself more focused on the 

relationships between the learners and the surrounding ecosystem, and therefore, it encompasses 

a more ecocentric vision of what a learning experience is. Although this model is fairly young 

and still presents some gaps concerning the methods of investigations and the practical 

implications of affordances, it is a promising area of research that encloses the language learning 

processes within a more environmentally friendly perspective. Indeed, we do believe that to adopt 

a more ecocentric view of the world, talking about environmental issues in different educational 

settings is only a partial solution. As a matter of fact, we are living in a transitional moment, in 

which the conception of the world entailed by Western thought has been put under discussion, 

and a shift from a dichotomous and fragmented vision of reality to one which is more holistic and 

dialectic is required. This means that environmental issues should be confronted with a complete 

transformation of the dominant ways in which societies, personal and intercultural relations, 

learning processes, economic and political institutions, educational and technological practices 

have been conceived. Naturally, this transition necessitates time, and due to the urgency of the 

problems we are facing, other more immediate solutions need to be proposed; however, this work 

focuses on the contribution of language education, and we do believe that the changes produced 

by any educational reform occur in a long-term period but are supposedly the most permanent.  

This directly connects with the theme of Chapter 3, which focuses on another element of 

language classes: the topics used to plan curriculums and lessons. In particular we have used this 

opportunity to investigate the effects caused by the implementation of environmental education in 

language education. After an overview of what environmental education is, we have seen how its 

eclectic nature creates some controversies for its actualisation. Some have focused on using 

environmental education to propose an ecological shift in the traditional paradigm of education, 
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while others do believe that its specific features should not be neglected. Since the main 

objectives of environmental education consist in increasing learners’ knowledge about the 

environment, promoting the development of skills related to it, encouraging actions and critical 

attitudes towards it, as well as comprehending that natural environment cannot be separated from 

its political social, economic, cultural and aesthetic dimension, we have shown how its 

implementation in language education might be beneficial for both. As we have already stated, 

language is itself an eclectic and ecological entity which is entangled with the same dimensions 

as the environment and, on top of that, since many studies have proved that applying a content-

based approach to teach lexicogrammar is a very successful way to teach a language, using the 

environment as a content upon which educators create projects and activities can help reach both 

environmental and language education goals.  

The last aspect that we have taken into consideration in this work is the relationship between 

nature, culture, and language, and the consequent preservation of what has been called the 

biocultural diversity. The separation of the notions of nature and culture is an actual by-product 

of Western thought and does not belong to other cultures. As a consequence, we can claim that 

the two elements are actually part of the same ecology and are extremely entangled. This means 

that learning about the environment might also correspond to learning about a specific cultural 

conception of it; in addition every culture has been built as an adaptation to a specific 

environment and it detains an important ecological knowledge that might help the preservation of 

its natural surrounding. Consequently, as language courses are also aimed at sharing information 

about the cultural elements of the language, talking about the environment might be beneficial to 

discover different ecological sensitivities, and to learn about a different conception of the nature-

culture relationship. This implies that learning about the environment in a language course might 

lead to a more complex and complete idea of a foreign culture, and that language classes 

represent the perfect platforms to develop both environmental and intercultural literacy. 

On the other hand, we have seen how linguistic and biological diversity present many elements of 

connection and that the adoption of specific language policies and language planning 

implementations might affect the linguistic panorama of a specific geographical area. We have 

also seen how heavy robust language, such as English, might cause the disappearance of local 

and ecologically relevant languages, which might even lead to a loss in the biological diversity. 

Since language education is highly influenced by language policies, it constitutes, also in this 
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case, an important platform of reflection upon the role of local languages and the role of 

international languages since learning a foreign language does not have necessarily to cause the 

disappearance of a local language. Indeed, we have seen how applying an ecological approach to 

language planning might actually prevent minor communities, but more in general any 

community, from losing an important aspect of their cultural background.  

The reflections and analysis collected in this work emerge from the way ecology has evolved 

over time, and has been used by linguistics; this term, indeed, can be widely used to refer to the 

study of relationships between any type of entity, and if we think about all the aspects that have 

been examined in this work, we can see how they are ecologically interrelated. Undoubtedly, the 

critical analysis of language and discourse is also part of the ecological approach to language 

education, it aids the achievement of environmental education goals, and it fosters intercultural 

awareness. On the other hand, the implementation of ecological language policies and planning 

could not be reached without promoting learners’ critical attitude, their knowledge about the 

relation between nature and culture, and their interest in actively protecting the environment. 

Therefore, in this dissertation we have examined the different component that highlight the 

relationship between the environment and language education, and the following step might 

consist in finding a way to combine all these elements on a practical level. What emerges from 

this reflection is that the main focus of this work is on relations: some people might find this 

perspective naïve or useless, but the Covid-19 pandemic that the world has just and still is facing, 

and the consequent isolation caused by the lockdown has played a big role in showing us how 

interconnected we are and how a rethinking of the system needs to be applied for every field.  

Moreover, it is important to underline that most of the studies analysed in this work focused on 

the teaching of English, they were mainly based on higher education environments, and revolved 

around the traditional learning environment. We are aware that the field of this dissertation is still 

a very recent area of investigation and there are many unanswered question, however it would be 

interesting to see a wider implementation of these studies on a variety of different languages, 

learners’ ages, and educational settings, such as the online and the outdoor contexts, which, after 

such a big pandemic, should be an important focus of interest.  

To conclude, we are aware of the fact that this dissertation proposes an ambitious perspective and 

that teachers and school curriculums are still not ready for such a big implementation, however 
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we also believe that environmental issues constitute an extremely challenging event, which has 

ancient roots, and which cannot be confronted with the same traditional methods.  
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Table 1 – Three images of environmental education presented by Robottom and 
Hart (1993) (reported in Palmer (2002)) 


