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PSYCHOLOGICAL  AND  ETHICAL GROUNDS  OF    ENVIRONMENTAL  EDUCATION

Environmental education is the process of forming a person’s responsible attitude towards the environment. The responsible attitude of a person towards the environment is the goal and essence of environmental education [1, 2, 3].
From psychological point of view, a responsible attitude towards nature is a higher psychological function (like thinking by concepts, creative imagination, etc.).  As is the case with any psychological function, a responsible attitude towards nature lies at the root of all human activities and social interactions. In this social context the nature protection work is just one kind of human helping behaviour.
The  responsible attitude as a higher psychological function is a certain generalization of all social interactions. It is a certain way of person’s interaction with social and natural environment. It is the system of systems.
Every psychological function has its own organic foundation and special nervous organization in the brain. Organic foundation of responsible attitude towards nature is an inborn capacity to sympathize with the nearest people and, subsequently, with all living beings.
The beginning of a responsible attitude towards environment lies in the child’s attitudes towards his or her mother. Gradually, little by little and step by step, this attitude acquires more social character and transfers on other nearest adults, and, subsequently, on social and natural environment.
The greatest Belarusian-Russian psychologist Leo Vygotsky wrote that every relationship between a child and environment is always reflected through his or her nearest adults. According to Vygotsky, of particular importance is the «child-mother»  relationship which underlies all the child’s other interactions.
In accordance with Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, Zigmund Freud, Karl Jung, Erich Fromm and other prominent psychologists, between a child and nature there is a world of human culture embracing scientific knowledge, everyday concepts, behaviour models, social norms, rules, ideas and myths. In the process of his or her development a child masters these social norms and transfers them onto nature. In this process the most essential role belongs to ethical concepts.
The relationship between a child and nature is not a simple one. The «child-social world» interaction is fundamental. In relation to it the «child-nature» interaction is secondary and transferred.
A responsible attitude towards nature is a conscious process. And, as with every conscious process, it is quite impossible without concepts. Scientific and everyday concepts are certain tools for the child’s investigation and understanding both the internal world of his or her own personality and the external world of the environment [4, 5, 6].
What factors are the most important for developing a responsible attitude towards the environment? What are the psychological laws of environmental education?
In order to find correct answers to these questions we carried out a special 3–year research. 6 Belarusian schools were selected for the participation in the project. Of those, 2 schools were situated in the city of Minsk, 2 schools – in the city of Gomel, and 2 schools - in the nuclear contaminated area (Gomel region). About 600 children were involved in our investigation.
In the research we used the following methods: monitoring pupils’ behaviour in both social and natural environment; studying children’s artork; questionnaires for teachers and children before, after and during the investigation; experimental study of teaching methods; inspection and evaluation of progress by officers of local authorities; mathematical statistics methods; feed back and plenary session with the teachers involved.
It is impossible to demonstrate in this paper all collected data and results. We can only provide some general conclusions and recommendations.
1. A responsible attitude towards nature is a psychological synthesis (certain psychological generalization) which embraces a large number of factors including social interactions, scientific knowledge, everyday concepts, skills, ecological impressions and moral sensitivity.
2. More than seventy factors have been identified as contributing to the development of a child’s responsible attitude towards nature. Among them of particular importance are emotional contacts with the environment.
3. Other important factors include respect for domestic and wild animals.
4. Practical activities, such as tree-planting, are not as important as conservation activities in cultivating social interactions between children themselves, on the one hand, and between children and their environment, on the other hand.
5. There is no direct link between a pupil’s level of scientific knowledge and the level of his or her responsible attitude towards nature. Moral concepts of good and evil are more important.
6. In modern environmental education we need more emphasis on moral and ethical concepts [3, 5, 7].
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