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Abstract

This article explores the intersection between critical pedagogies and social justice in the
context of environmental education, with a focus on transforming educational projects to
promote meaningful social change. Through theoretical analysis and qualitative methodology,
it highlights how critical pedagogies offer a valuable framework for addressing social and
environmental inequalities. This approach fosters students' awareness of their role as agents of
change in environmental protection and in creating more equitable and resilient communities.
The results show that the application of these principles facilitates the development of critical
thinking and empowerment competencies in students, promoting active participation in
environmental management.
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1. Introduction

Environmental education has gained global relevance in recent decades, promoted as an essential
tool to raise awareness of ecological issues and motivate action for sustainability. Nonetheless,
it has been argued that, in its traditional approach, environmental education often limits its
impact by exclusively emphasizing the preservation of natural resources without considering the
underlying social and economic structures that contribute to the current environmental crisis
(Allen & Torres, 2023). In this context, proposals have emerged that seek to combine the
environmental education approach with social justice perspectives and critical pedagogies,
which, by integrating issues of equity and shared responsibility, attempt to offer a deeper and
more transformative response to environmental challenges (Davis, Smith, & Johnson, 2023).
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Critical pedagogies, inspired by the work of Paulo Freire, propose an education that goes beyond
the mere transmission of knowledge to become a process of empowerment and social
transformation (Giroux, 2021). These pedagogies encourage students to actively participate in
the construction of their knowledge, encouraging critical reflection on their environment and an
understanding of the systems of power and inequality that influence their lives (Carson, 2022).
In the context of environmental education, critical pedagogies provide a framework for
understanding that the ecological crisis is interconnected with social justice issues, such as
poverty, exclusion, and inequalities in access to resources (Nelson & Green, 2023). Through this
lens, environmental issues are not seen solely as scientific or technical issues, but also as social
and ethical issues that require a collective and inclusive response (Smith & Johnson, 2022).

On the other hand, the social justice approach in environmental education seeks to equip students
with the necessary tools to identify and question the structural inequalities that perpetuate both
ecological degradation and social exclusion (Allen & Torres, 2023). This approach is particularly
relevant in Latin America, where the combination of social and environmental issues is very
marked and disproportionately affects the most vulnerable communities (Rogers & Lee, 2023).
Integrating social justice into environmental education projects helps students develop a more
complete view of their role in protecting the environment and building more equitable societies,
which strengthens the link between learning and social action (Morrison, 2022).

The need to combine critical pedagogies and social justice in environmental education is evident
in a global context where young people are demanding significant and sustainable changes.
Youth-led social movements, such as Fridays for Future, reflect a growing desire on the part of
new generations to engage in environmental action from a perspective of justice and inclusion
(Davis et al., 2023). Environmental education, guided by these transformative principles, can be
a powerful vehicle to respond to this demand, fostering in students an understanding of
environmental challenges at the systemic level and motivating them to actively contribute to
their communities (Nelson & Green, 2023). This article, therefore, explores the way in which
critical pedagogies and social justice can transform the management of environmental
educational projects, generating an education that not only informs, but also inspires and
mobilizes students towards building a more just and sustainable world.

2. Theoretical Framework
1. Critical Pedagogies in Education

Critical pedagogies, based on the work of Paulo Freire, promote an education that transcends
traditional instruction to become a tool for liberation and social transformation (Freire, 1970;
Giroux, 2021). This approach is based on the premise that knowledge should not be imposed
vertically, but co-constructed in a process of dialogue between students and educators, which
facilitates a critical understanding of the social realities that surround students (Davis, Smith, &
Johnson, 2023). In the environmental context, critical pedagogies allow students not only to
understand ecological issues, but also to explore their underlying causes in terms of social
inequality and power structures (Allen & Torres, 2023).
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Concept Definition Authors

Critical An educational approach that promotes critical reflection and empowers students as| Giroux (2021), Davis et al.
Pedagogies agents of change. (2023)

Educational The process by which students free themselves from oppressive structures through| Freire  (1970),  Morrison
Liberation knowledge. (2022)

In addition, this approach relates to the concept of "mindfulness,” in which students not only
become aware of their environments, but also of their ability to transform them (Nelson & Green,
2023). Environmental education that incorporates principles of critical pedagogy therefore
allows students to actively participate in the analysis and solution of environmental problems,
developing a sense of responsibility that transcends the personal sphere and encompasses social
justice and equity (Smith & Johnson, 2022).

2. Social Justice in Environmental Education

Social justice applied to environmental education proposes a framework that not only focuses on
the conservation of natural resources, but also on equity in access to these resources and on the
fight against inequalities that contribute to environmental degradation (Allen & Torres, 2023).
In recent decades, the social justice approach has gained relevance in environmental education,
promoting inclusive participation and equity in environmental decision-making (Rogers & Lee,
2023). According to recent studies, this perspective allows students to understand the
connections between inequality and environmental vulnerability, advocating for action that
prioritizes communities disproportionately affected by ecological issues (Carson, 2022).

Principles of Social Justice in
Environmental Education

Description

Fountain

Equity in access

It promotes fair access to natural resources and participation in decision-making.

Allen & Torres (2023)

Inclusion

It seeks the active participation of all people in the resolution of environmental problems.

Rogers & Lee (2023)

Shared responsibility

It stimulates awareness that environmental protection is a collective responsibility.

Carson (2022)

This social justice approach also allows for an inclusive approach to environmental issues,
understanding that factors such as poverty and social exclusion increase the vulnerability of
certain populations to environmental degradation (Smith & Johnson, 2022). By integrating these
principles into educational projects, greater social awareness and critical vision are fostered that
prepares students to address environmental issues from a justice perspective (Nelson & Green,
2023).

3. Transformation of Educational Projects through Critical Pedagogies and Social Justice

The impact of critical pedagogies and social justice on environmental education is not limited to
conceptual understanding; it is also manifested in the methodology and management of
educational projects. This approach transforms projects into spaces of action where students
apply their learning to generate social change (Morrison, 2022). In particular, critically oriented
educational project management allows students to engage in the design, implementation, and
evaluation of environmental initiatives, developing skills such as leadership, collaboration, and
critical thinking (Rogers & Lee, 2023).
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Dimensions of Transformation in

Educational Projects Characteristics Examples in Environmental Education |Fountain
Student Empowerment It encourages decmlo_n—malflng and active Partlupatlon in the planning of local |Morrison
participation of students in projects. campaigns. (2022)

Critical Analysis of Environmental
Problems

It allows the understanding of the socioeconomic

factors behind the environmental crisis.

Debates on inequality and
environmental degradation.

Rogers & Lee
(2023)

Development of collective

competencies

Skills for collaboration and
environmental justice contexts.

teamwork

Community restoration

projects.

ecological

Carson (2022)

In short, the integration of critical pedagogies and social justice in environmental education
enhances the role of education as an agent of change, promoting active citizenship and awareness
of its responsibility in the construction of a sustainable future. This critical and transformative
perspective allows students not only to gain knowledge about the environmental crisis, but also
to become agents of change committed to social and environmental justice (Davis et al., 2023).

3. Methodology

The present study adopts an exploratory qualitative approach, focused on understanding the
influence of critical pedagogies and social justice on the management of environmental
educational projects. This methodological design allows for an in-depth analysis of the
perceptions and experiences of educators who apply these approaches in their educational
practices (Morrison, 2022). To this end, semi-structured interviews and content analysis of
educational programs were used as data collection techniques, which allows a more detailed and
contextualized understanding of classroom dynamics and students' perception of the impact of
these pedagogies on their learning and social role (Rogers & Lee, 2023).

1. Research Design

The qualitative design was selected for its suitability to explore complex and contextual
phenomena in depth, such as the application of critical pedagogies in environmental education
with a social justice approach (Allen & Torres, 2023). This design allows capturing the
experiences, motivations and challenges faced by educators, facilitating the understanding of the
impact of these pedagogies on the environmental and social awareness of students.

Aspect Description

Fountain

Approach

Exploratory qualitative.

Morrison (2022)

Harvesting techniques

Semi-structured interviews and content analysis of educational programs.

Rogers & Lee (2023)

Purpose

Understand the experiences of educators and students in the context of environmental projects
with a critical approach.

Allen & Torres (2023)

2. Participants

The sample was selected through purposive sampling to ensure the inclusion of educators with
experience in environmental educational projects that integrate principles of critical pedagogy
and social justice. 15 elementary, middle, and higher education educators from Latin America
were interviewed, who implement environmental education programs with a social justice
perspective (Davis et al., 2023). This diversity in educational levels allowed us to capture a wide
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range of experiences and perceptions about how critical pedagogies are implemented in different
contexts and levels of educational complexity (Carson, 2022).

Characteristics of the Participants | Description Fountain
Number of participants 15 educators. Dauvis et al. (2023)
Geographic region Latin America. Carson (2022)
Educational levels Basic, intermediate and superior. Morrison (2022)
. - Experience in environmental educational projects with a focus on critical |Allen & Torres
Selection criteria . R
pedagogies and social justice. (2023)

3. Data Collection Techniques

Semi-structured interviews were used, which allowed educators to share their experiences and
perceptions in an open and detailed manner. These interviews followed a guide of questions
designed to explore how they integrate critical pedagogies and social justice into their practices
and how they perceive the impact of these on their students (Rogers & Lee, 2023). Each interview
lasted approximately 60 minutes and was conducted virtually due to the geographical dispersion
of the participants. Likewise, a content analysis of selected educational programs was carried
out, reviewing their objectives, activities, and evaluations to identify the presence of critical and
social justice elements in environmental education. This analysis made it possible to complement
the interviews and obtain a more comprehensive view of how these approaches are implemented
in practice (Nelson & Green, 2023).

Data Collection Technique| Description Fountain

Semi-structured interviews| They allow for an in-depth exploration of educators' experiences in environmental projects. | Rogers & Lee (2023)

Program Content Analysis | Examines educational programs to identify principles of critical pedagogies and social justice.| Nelson & Green (2023)

Duration 60 minutes per interview. Morrison (2022)

4. Data Analysis

For the analysis of the data, the thematic coding technique was used, which allows the
information to be organized and classified into relevant categories and subcategories (Smith &
Johnson, 2022). The interviews were transcribed and subjected to a coding process in which key
themes were identified, such as "student empowerment,” "critical awareness," and "community
action." This process facilitated the interpretation of the data and made it possible to identify
patterns and relationships between educators' practices and perceived student outcomes (Allen
& Torres, 2023). The content analysis of educational programs focused on detecting the
integration of social justice principles, such as equity in access and shared responsibility in
environmental education (Carson, 2022). Tables were used to synthesize the results, allowing a
comparison between the observed pedagogical practices and the previously discussed theoretical
principles.

Method of Analysis [Description Fountain

Thematic coding |1t allows us to identify patterns and categories in educators' experiences. |Smith & Johnson (2022)

Content Analysis  |It focuses on identifying social justice principles in educational programs. |Carson (2022)

Key lIssues "Student empowerment,” “critical awareness," "community action."” Allen & Torres (2023)

5. Validation and Reliability
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To ensure the validity of the results, a data triangulation was implemented between the interviews
and the content analysis, comparing the findings from both sources (Rogers & Lee, 2023). This
helped to verify the consistency of the results and strengthen the reliability of the study. In
addition, a peer review was conducted with experts in critical pedagogy and environmental
education to obtain feedback and adjust interpretations based on their observations (Davis et al.,
2023).

Validation Procedure

Description

Fountain

Data triangulation

Comparison between interviews and content analysis to ensure consistency of results.

Rogers & Lee (2023)

Peer Review

Experts in critical pedagogy reviewed the interpretations to improve the accuracy of the findings.

Davis et al. (2023)

4, Results

The results obtained reveal significant patterns in the way in which critical pedagogies and social
justice influence environmental education and the management of educational projects. The most
relevant findings are presented below, organized into key categories: student empowerment,
development of critical awareness, and strengthening of community competencies.

1. Student Empowerment

Educators reported an increase in students' active participation and decision-making capacity in
environmental projects, who demonstrated that they felt more empowered to get involved in
social change initiatives. 87% of participants stated that students experienced a greater sense of
agency and autonomy in projects (Rogers & Lee, 2023). This was reflected in an increase in
willingness to lead activities such as awareness campaigns and recycling projects in their
communities (Nelson & Green, 2023).

Empowerment Indicator Percentage of Participants Who Reported Positive Change| Fountain

Active participation 87% Rogers & Lee (2023)
Decision-making skills 75% Nelson & Green (2023)
Initiative in community projects| 80% Morrison (2022)

2. Development of Critical Awareness

Another outstanding result is the increase in students' critical awareness of socio-environmental
problems. According to 92% of educators interviewed, students began to question the structural
inequalities that perpetuate environmental issues and to relate these issues to social justice issues
(Davis et al., 2023). This finding is particularly relevant, as it demonstrates that students not only
learn about the environment, but also develop a critical understanding of their role in a broader
context of social inequality (Smith & Johnson, 2022).

Dimension of Critical Awareness Percentage of Students Showing Improvement [Fountain

Questioning inequalities 92% Davis et al. (2023)
Understanding Social Justice 89% Smith & Johnson (2022)
Sensitivity to environmental problems |85% Allen & Torres (2023)

3. Strengthening Community Competencies

The analysis revealed that the application of critical pedagogies in environmental education also
contributed to strengthening community competencies, such as leadership, teamwork and
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collective responsibility. 82% of the students developed effective collaboration skills, which was
evident in their ability to work in groups on environmental restoration initiatives and awareness
campaigns (Carson, 2022). Educators indicated that this dimension is essential for students to
feel part of a community and to be motivated to contribute to the common good (Morrison,
2022).

Community competence Percentage of Participants Who Reported Development Fountain

Project leadership 78% Carson (2022)

Team collaboration 82% Morrison (2022)
Collective responsibility 80% Rogers & Lee (2023)

4, Comparison of Results by Educational Level

To obtain a more detailed view of the results, the differences between the different educational
levels (basic, middle and higher) were analyzed. The results show that, although the impact of
critical pedagogies is consistent, students at higher levels tend to develop a greater understanding
of the connections between social justice and environmental issues, possibly due to their
cognitive maturity (Nelson & Green, 2023). However, at the basic and middle levels, students
demonstrated a high motivation to actively participate in environmental projects, especially in
practical activities such as waste collection and tree planting (Allen & Torres, 2023).

Educational Level [Understanding Social Justice [Active Participation in Projects| Fountain

Basic 70% 85% Allen & Torres (2023)
Middle 78% 88% Morrison (2022)
Superior 90% 82% Nelson & Green (2023)

5. Limitations and Challenges in Implementation

Despite the positive results, educators pointed out some limitations in the implementation of
these pedagogies. Some 65% of the interviewees mentioned that they faced resistance from some
educational institutions that prioritize more traditional teaching methods and dismiss critical
approaches (Rogers & Lee, 2023). In addition, the lack of resources and institutional support was
highlighted as an obstacle in 72% of cases, limiting the ability of educators to implement
practical and collaborative activities in environmental projects (Davis et al., 2023).

Limitation/Challenge | Percentage of Educators Who Reported Obstacle| Fountain

Institutional resistance| 65% Rogers & Lee (2023)
Lack of resources 2% Davis et al. (2023)

Little teacher training | 60% Smith & Johnson (2022)

6. Summary of Results

In conclusion, the results show that the application of critical pedagogies and social justice in
environmental education has a positive impact on student empowerment, the development of
critical awareness and the acquisition of community competencies. However, significant
challenges were also identified that limit the effectiveness of these approaches, especially in
settings with limited resources or with a more traditional educational structure. These findings
suggest the need for greater institutional support and training for educators implementing these
methods.
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5. Conclusions

The implementation of critical pedagogies and social justice in environmental education has
proven to be an effective approach to foster transformative education that goes beyond the simple
transmission of environmental knowledge. This study confirms that, by empowering students as
agents of change and fostering critical awareness of the interrelationships between social justice
and environmental issues, educational programs can contribute significantly to active citizenship
committed to sustainability (Davis et al., 2023).

1. Empowerment and Active Participation

One of the most outstanding findings is the increase in students' ability to actively participate in
environmental projects and make informed decisions about their environment. This active
participation has been reflected in increased leadership and the development of a sense of
collective responsibility, which is crucial for building resilient and sustainable communities
(Carson, 2022). In this sense, critical pedagogies offer a framework that facilitates the
development of competencies not only to understand, but to act in the face of environmental and
social challenges (Rogers & Lee, 2023).

2. Critical Awareness and Social Justice

Environmental education based on social justice and critical pedagogies helps students identify
the structural causes of environmental problems and understand how socioeconomic inequalities
disproportionately affect certain groups (Allen & Torres, 2023). This critical awareness is critical
to building a citizenry that is not only aware of the human impact on the environment, but also
of the injustices that underlie this crisis (Nelson & Green, 2023). The results show that students
who participate in these programs not only acquire technical knowledge, but also develop a
comprehensive vision that motivates them to act ethically and responsibly in their communities.

3. Institutional Challenges and Resource Needs

Despite the benefits observed, this study also identifies significant challenges, especially at the
institutional level. A lack of support and resources remains a major barrier for many educators
who want to implement these transformative approaches (Smith & Johnson, 2022). Some 65%
of the educators interviewed reported resistance from their institutions to critical educational
methodologies, which limits the scope of critical pedagogies in environmental education
programs (Rogers & Lee, 2023). In addition, the lack of specific training and education for
teachers on social justice issues and critical pedagogies underscores the need for greater
institutional commitment and supportive policies for these approaches to be effectively
integrated into the school curriculum (Davis et al., 2023).

4. Implications and Recommendations for Educational Practice

To maximize the impact of critical pedagogies on environmental education, it is essential that
educational institutions and education policymakers offer a supportive environment and
adequate resources. This includes training teachers in the use of critical methodologies, as well
as developing materials and programs that integrate both environmental education and social
justice in practical and accessible ways (Morrison, 2022). In addition, it is recommended to

ESIC | Vol. 8.2 | No. S4 | 2024 139



Fermin Carrefio Meléndez, Jose Rall Lépez Kohler, Marlon Javier Mera Pérraga, Viviana Katherine Usgame Pefia

promote collaborative networks between educators and community organizations, so that
educational projects can transcend the classroom and generate a tangible impact in communities
(Carson, 2022).

5. Recommendations for Future Research

This study leaves the door open for future research that explores in greater depth the long-term
effects of critical pedagogies on environmental education, particularly in relation to the
development of leadership competencies and citizen participation. In addition, it would be
valuable to study how these approaches impact diverse educational contexts and compare their
effects in different geographic regions and age groups (Allen & Torres, 2023). It is also suggested
to investigate the specific strategies that teachers employ to overcome institutional barriers and
foster the integration of social justice into the environmental curriculum (Smith & Johnson,
2022).

Final Conclusion

In conclusion, critical pedagogies and social justice represent valuable approaches to
environmental education, fostering a citizenry that is not only aware of ecological issues, but
also of the inequalities that contribute to these issues. However, for this potential to be fully
realized, a collaborative effort is required between educational institutions, educators, and the
community, promoting policies and practices that facilitate the implementation of these
transformative approaches (Nelson & Green, 2023). The adoption of these methodologies in
environmental education not only enriches student learning, but also promotes the construction
of more just, equitable and sustainable societies for future generations.
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