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Abstract

This study aims to examine the role of the educational system in realizing environmental rights and
sustainable development from the perspectives of educational stakeholders and environmental experts.
This qualitative research employed thematic content analysis. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 21 teachers, experts, and education managers in Tehran. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling, and interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were
analyzed using NVivo software through open, axial, and selective coding. Thematic analysis revealed four
main categories: environmental awareness-raising, environmental responsibility and participation,
educational policymaking and planning, and challenges to environmental rights in education. Across these
categories, 23 subthemes and over 100 key concepts were identified. Participants emphasized teacher
training, integrating environmental content into curricula, leveraging educational technologies, and
promoting environmental education equity. The findings indicate that education plays a central role in
achieving sustainable development and safeguarding environmental rights. However, to fulfill this role
effectively, the system must undergo structural reforms, adopt justice-based environmental policies, and
support participatory, experience-based learning models.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The global environmental crisis, ranging from climate change and biodiversity loss to resource
depletion and environmental injustice, necessitates urgent interdisciplinary solutions. One of the
most transformative and long-term solutions advocated by international frameworks is education. As
outlined in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), education is not only a
standalone goal (SDG 4) but also a foundational enabler for achieving the broader spectrum of
sustainability targets (Abera, 2023). The interdependence of education and sustainability
underscores the need for educational systems to evolve from traditional content delivery toward
fostering environmentally responsible, critically aware, and action-oriented citizens (Popescu &
Verma, 2025).
Scholars assert that the educational system plays a pivotal role in nurturing ecological
consciousness and embedding values of sustainable development into societal structures
(Akinsemolu & Onyeaka, 2025; Singh & Singh, 2022). However, this transformation demands a shift
not only in curricula but also in pedagogical practices, institutional policies, and societal engagement
(Seminikhyna & Lutsenko, 2024). The inclusion of environmental education within formal schooling

frameworks has shown promising results in various global contexts, particularly where participatory
and experience-based learning is applied (Chinnasamy & Daniels, 2019). Despite this growing
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consensus, in many countries, especially those grappling with uneven access to quality education,
the integration of sustainability principles remains fragmented and underdeveloped.

In developing contexts, environmental degradation is often exacerbated by educational gaps that
hinder public awareness and engagement in sustainability initiatives (Oleksandr et al., 2024).
Research highlights that schools can serve as catalysts for change when they act as both
transmitters of environmental knowledge and incubators of civic participation (Beasy et al., 2023;
Grotliischen et al., 2024). Educators, in particular, must be adequately trained and supported to
facilitate this transformation (D., 2024). Furthermore, equity in environmental education—ensuring
that marginalized and rural populations gain access to environmental knowledge—is essential to
bridging the social and ecological divide (Dania & Okobia, 2021; Singh & Singh, 2022).

The role of technology has also emerged as a significant driver of sustainability learning. Digital
platforms, virtual environments, and educational media provide novel opportunities for enhancing
engagement, especially among younger learners (Palsdottir, 2025; Zhao, 2024). These tools not only
enrich the learning experience but also support differentiated learning pathways based on regional,
cultural, and linguistic diversity (Soriano-Alcantara et al., 2024; Vezhbovska, 2024). Moreover,
mindfulness and emotional engagement have been increasingly recognized as cognitive dimensions
that empower students to internalize sustainability values (Frank et al., 2019; Grano & Prieto, 2020).
Despite significant strides in aligning education with sustainability goals globally, local
implementation remains inconsistent, particularly in regions where environmental justice and
educational policy have not been synchronized. This study seeks to explore how the Iranian
education system—specifically within Tehran—addresses environmental rights and sustainable
development through educational practice. By examining the views of practitioners, the study
contributes to a contextualized understanding of the educational enablers and barriers to achieving
environmental justice and sustainability.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative research employed a thematic content analysis approach. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews conducted with 21 participants, including teachers, school
administrators, and environmental education experts based in Tehran. Participants were selected
using purposive sampling, ensuring diversity in experience and educational roles. Data collection
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. The interviews were transcribed, coded, and
analyzed using NVivo software. The analysis proceeded in three phases: open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding, allowing for the emergence of core categories and themes relevant to the role
of education in environmental and sustainability outcomes.

Findings

The analysis revealed four overarching themes that describe the role and challenges of the
educational system in supporting environmental rights and sustainable development:

1. Environmental Awareness-Raising: Participants emphasized the need for structured
environmental education within formal curricula. They highlighted deficiencies in textbook
content, lack of dedicated subjects, and insufficient teacher training. Media tools such as
educational documentaries and animations were recognized as complementary strategies for
reinforcing ecological awareness. Teachers reported needing ongoing professional
development to effectively integrate environmental themes into everyday instruction.

2. Environmental Responsibility and Student Participation: Students’ active participation
was seen as critical to embedding environmental values. Participants discussed the value of
extracurricular activities such as eco-clubs, field trips, and environmental campaigns. Schools
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were viewed not just as institutions for knowledge transfer but as micro-communities capable
of practicing sustainability through waste reduction, energy conservation, and participatory
decision-making. The involvement of families and local communities was also cited as
essential in reinforcing school-based initiatives.

3. Educational Policy and Planning: Many participants pointed to the absence of cohesive
policies that link education with environmental governance. They expressed concerns over
the lack of alignment between national education policies and the SDGs. Recommendations
included the development of localized curricula, inter-institutional cooperation (e.g., between
schools and environmental NGOs), and systemic evaluation of educational outcomes in
sustainability. The need for justice-oriented policies to ensure equitable access to
environmental learning resources across different regions was also emphasized.

4. Barriers and Challenges: Numerous structural and cultural obstacles were identified. These
included centralized curriculum design, low prioritization of environmental issues,
bureaucratic resistance to change, and the marginalization of environmental content in official
textbooks. Participants also noted a lack of interdisciplinary approaches and limited
opportunities for experiential learning. Cultural norms undervaluing environmental
engagement and limited student agency further compounded the issue.

Across these themes, a total of 23 subthemes and over 100 open codes were identified, shedding
light on the complex interplay between educational structure, policy, pedagogy, and sustainability
goals.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reaffirm that education serves as a central pillar in the realization of
environmental rights and the advancement of sustainable development. However, for this potential
to be fully realized, educational systems must transcend traditional paradigms and embrace a holistic
approach that integrates cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions of learning. The emphasis
on integrating environmental content into school curricula and professional development for teachers
aligns with global recommendations for quality environmental education. Schools must be
reconceptualized as active agents in sustainability, not merely as venues for instruction.

The active participation of students in sustainability practices, as highlighted in this study, reflects
the growing consensus that transformative education must empower learners to become
changemakers in their communities. Experiential and community-linked learning can effectively
translate abstract environmental concepts into lived experiences. Furthermore, equity must be
foregrounded in policy reforms to ensure that rural and marginalized populations are not excluded
from these opportunities. Justice-based environmental education is essential to both social and
ecological resilience.

The study also reveals the pressing need for institutional reforms and the creation of policy
frameworks that meaningfully integrate sustainability goals into national educational agendas.
Fragmented policymaking, resistance to interdisciplinary curricula, and limited stakeholder
engagement remain significant barriers. Addressing these challenges requires intersectoral
collaboration among ministries of education, environmental authorities, civil society organizations,
and the private sector.

Finally, the role of technology and digital innovation emerges as a powerful complement to traditional
educational tools. Virtual learning environments and interactive content not only support pedagogical
flexibility but also resonate with digital-native learners. Technology must be leveraged not just as a
medium of instruction, but as a vehicle for environmental imagination and civic participation.
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In conclusion, education is not a peripheral tool but a core mechanism for fostering environmental
rights and sustainable futures. The Iranian educational system, like many others in the Global South,
stands at a critical juncture where policy alignment, teacher empowerment, technological investment,
and cultural change are all required to activate the full potential of sustainability education. The
findings of this study call for a re-envisioned educational landscape—one that embeds environmental
ethics at its core and prepares learners to act in defense of both their communities and the planet.
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