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Abstract: This research has been developed through a literature review on the importance of and
current approach in the education system to the present environmental and ecosystemic crisis and
the training of future generations in degrowth in the Spanish education system. To this end, a
systematic literature review (SLR) has been carried out following the standards of the PRISMA
declaration. In total, 40 articles published between January 2005 and March 2024 were selected
from the following databases: Scopus, Dialnet, Web of Science and Scielo. The findings show it is a
relevant topic in school education as a concern, but it is not reflected in educational practice; that it
has been incorporated into the curriculum, but sporadically, decontextualised and more focused on
‘sustainable development’; also, it lacks critical questioning of the unlimited growth and consumption
model that capitalism entails. The study concludes that it is crucial to incorporate degrowth in
a transversal way in education at all schooling levels, and to reform the curricula of the faculties
of education in all universities so that the pedagogy of degrowth is a priority in the training of
future teachers.

Keywords: degrowth; education; climate change; environmental collapse; initial teacher education;
education system

1. Introduction

The capitalist growth society is unsustainable because it does not consider the planet’s
capacity for regeneration and is profoundly unequal [1–5]. It has been shown that 20%
of the world’s population owns 86% of the natural resources, while 1.3 billion people
suffer extreme poverty; that is, living on less than one dollar a day [6,7]. Thus, the starting
point is not the same for everyone. The enriched global North establishes the rules of the
international game, organising a system of unequal exchange; thus, the global South is
sacrificed as extractivist zones to continue plundering the planet’s resources and enhancing
consumption of unnecessary products; the result of advertising-driven desires [8].
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The present times are characterised by a profound crisis affecting the relationships
of people and societies with nature [9], as well as the equitable access to the goods and
resources provided by the Earth. Over the last decades, consumption has increased so
exponentially that it has led to a way of life that poses a serious threat to the future of
humanity and life on this planet [10]. Moreover, the irrational increase in consumption
has become an indicator of unhappiness—rather than a sign of the opposite—despite the
recurrent messages generated by advertising and corporate marketing [11].

Therefore, it is crucial to rethink how to move forward in the construction of a soci-
ety and a planet that develops a more respectful and sustainable model, as opposed to
the present model of production and consumption, and to the tremendous global socio-
environmental deterioration caused by capitalism in our ecosystem. It must also be pointed
out that research and experts have been denouncing this since the 1970s [12–16]. The
education system and the initial university training of future teachers play a key role in the
way future generations are being educated in the face of the situation described.

1.1. Climate Crisis

One of the most visible aspects of this ecosystem crisis is climate change (hereafter,
CC). In 2024, the 21st of July was the hottest day ever recorded worldwide, according to
data from the European Union’s Copernicus Climate Change Service. In Europe, there
have been twice as many days above 40 ◦C as in the entire 1980s [17]. This is a progressive
trend that has been observed in recent years [9].

The most advisable proposal would be to radically transform the energy model based
on the intensive use of fossil hydrocarbons in an urgent and planned manner. However,
the truth is that the economic and social model, as well as a large part of society, has not
realised the urgency and necessity of this change, given that this would imply a radical
transformation of the way of life and the individual and collective mentality in a society
governed by capitalist-driven growth [18].

In this scenario, it is necessary for academic educational research to give the climate
emergency the transcendental importance that derives from its threat potential. Further,
it is important to set agreed programmes and agendas that give priority to improving
the knowledge and pedagogical training of current and future generations. In this way,
contemporary societies become aware of the seriousness of this problem, demand effective
response policies and actions, and actively participate in their implementation [19].

CC is postulated as the most important challenge for humanity this century at a
scientific level and in terms of the survival of the species and the planet [20]. Nevertheless,
the apathy seemingly shown by part of the social sciences and education towards this
problem—on the current trajectory, towards a generalised collapse—is disconcerting [18].

1.2. Education in the Face of Climate Collapse

González-Gaudiano and Meira-Cartea [18] indicate that resistance to change in the
face of current environmental problems is mostly due to individuals and communities
not having ‘objective’ and ‘real’ knowledge of what the world is like and how it works.
Therefore, education should focus on transmitting scientific knowledge that allows them to
build a real picture of their environment.

The insistence on turning Environmental Education into an essentially ‘scientific’
education often expresses such deconstructive projects [21]. This requires approaches,
methodologies and tools that are not yet widely available in the classroom [18]. Another
aspect worth mentioning is that educating in another model of life implies having to
voluntarily give up certain comforts offered by the current way of life to combat CC, as
well as demanding political measures to change the global consumption model demanded
by capitalism [22].

Therefore, we must be aware that social, structural, political and personal change
regarding habits, mentalities and practices entails resistance and defensive attitudes. As
other changes, the most common reaction is that of a certain skepticism, if not opposition
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or distancing and, above all, the belief in future technological solutions that do not always
come in time or are not even possible [23].

2. Research Objectives

The aim of this research has been to conduct a systematic review of the academic
literature (SLR) regarding the importance and current approach present in the Spanish
education system, especially in the training of future teachers. The process of teaching
and learning involved in the issue of the environmental and ecosystemic crisis we are
experiencing today is studied. This objective has been broken down into the following
questions and analysed through the SLR methodology:

- Does the current literature show a concern for this issue in the field of education, given
the number and importance of publications on the subject?

- What knowledge, epistemological conceptualisation and understanding of the causes,
consequences and ways of dealing with the phenomenon predominate among teachers
and students regarding the climate crisis?

- What options or proposals for solutions and approaches are put forward in the educa-
tion system regarding the way out of this crisis?

- Does there appear to be a concern for training future teachers in how to teach and
work educationally on these issues in current teacher training, as can be seen from the
number and importance of the publications found on the subject?

- Is there an increase in the number of publications on this subject related to current or
recent educational policies implemented in Spain?

3. Methodology

A systematic literature review (SLR) was carried out in the reference databases (WOS,
Scopus, Scielo and Dialnet), with quality standards and international recognition, of all
publications between January 2005 and March 2024. The quality standards of the PRISMA
2020 (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews) (Supplementary Material). proto-
col for a systematic review [24,25] were considered for this SLR; this has been helpful to
avoid, or at least minimise, possible biases [26]. The PRISMA 2020 guidelines followed to
conduct the SLR were: (1) perform a chain search to identify the research with the highest
impact, (2) especially emerging and most cited research and studies, (3) following inclusion
and exclusion phases and criteria to select the documents.

Firstly, the key words or key descriptors of the research applied in this SLR were
determined for the databases: degrowth and education (Table 1). To select the articles,
inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined based on the established objectives; the aim
being to identify peer-reviewed scientific articles based on quantitative and/or qualitative
methodologies, as well as literature review articles or essays.

Table 1. Database search procedure.

Databases Key Words Boolean Operators Search Results

Scopus “degrowth education” and 5

Dialnet “educación decrecimiento” and 16

WoS “degrowth education” and 103

Scielo “educación decrecimiento” and 16

Total 140

After the first review, in which 140 documents appeared between 2005 and 2024,
94 articles were discarded in the first screening phase, applying certain inclusion and
exclusion criteria (Table 2): articles from research in Anglo-Saxon countries (given that
the research focused on the Spanish education system), articles that were not open access,
articles from other specific fields such as Chemistry, Biology, Economics, etc. where the
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educational component was not related in any way to the possibility of degrowth as a
means to stop the effects of CC. Subsequently, in the suitability phase, additional inclusion
and exclusion criteria were established to discard articles by analysing the title, abstract
and content of each article. Articles were discarded based on:

- Descriptive experiences of didactic or methodological applications that do not provide
an in-depth epistemological approach;

- Reviews of other publications or experiences conducted;
- Studies prior to 2005.

Table 2. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

1. Research and studies published in
scientific journals, with direct access.

1. Studies that are not research articles
published in scientific journals (books,
congresses and so on).

2. Studies published between 2005 and 2024
(the last 20 years). 2. Research published before 2005.

3. The area of research is educational,
formative and sociological.

3. The area of research is different from the
areas outlined.

4. Results gathered from research in the
Spanish and Latin American
educational sphere.

4. Results different from the Spanish and
Latin American educational sphere.

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

To conduct the systematic search, publication from 2005 to 2024 of articles indexed in
the databases referred to were analysed. The search phrases using Boolean operators are
described below (Table 3).

Table 3. Search organisation.

Search Organisation

Search/filter field Article title, abstract and key words in English and Spanish in Education.

Search terms

“decrecimiento” OR “degrowth”; “formación en desarrollo sostenible” OR
“sustainable development training” AND “educar para decrecer” OR
“educate to decrease”; “colapso medioambiental” OR “environmental
collapse”

Boolean operator OR, AND

Period 2005 to 2024

Databases Web of Science, Scopus, Dialnet and Scielo
Source: Elaborated by the authors.

According to all these criteria, the number of records excluded after the first review
was 94, leaving 46 articles, and 10 more were eliminated in the second screening. Therefore,
36 articles were finally included in this SLR work. This process is summarised in Figure 1.
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4. Results and Discussion

This mapping of the updated state of the art has enabled the identification of the
different epistemological positions, i.e., in relation to the approach and form of educational
implementation in the face of the climate and ecosystem crisis, as well as in teacher training
in this field. Below are the results of the SLR conducted based on the categories established
around the research objectives.

4.1. Importance in the Field of Education

In this category of analysis, we have come across several fundamental findings. The
first and most significant result in this category is that the crisis and CC (a) is a relevant
issue in terms of the concern expressed by the educational community, but that (b) it is not
sufficiently reflected in daily educational practice in classrooms and educational centres in
coherence with this expressed concern [27]; and that (c) degrowth has not yet appeared in
the educational field, given that there is very little literature, studies and research in this
field [28,29].

A second finding is the topic has been incorporated in some textbooks and curricular
materials of certain subjects, but (a) sporadically in most cases [10,30], (b) in a decontex-
tualised and isolated way with respect to only certain environmental problems [31,32],
(c) from a perspective that minimises the impact and consequences they are provok-
ing [28,33], that (d) does not question the model of unlimited growth and consumption
that capitalism entails [28], as well as (e) from an approach that entrusts the solution to the
technology of the future with a certain magical air of displacement of the problem to the
future [27,34].

The third result refers to the fact that studies have been developed mainly on three
fundamental aspects: (a) the educational community’s perception of the issue [35,36], (b) the
social representations that are embodied in this community on the subject studied [37,38],
and (c) the way the issue is addressed in the educational field [18,22,27,30,32,33,39,40].
These three sections will be developed in the following categories analysed.

The fourth result has to do with the educational approach to the climate crisis. In this
regard, two relevant aspects are noted: (a) disciplinary educational practices prevail over
interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary proposals that enable complex approaches [33,35,41];
and (b) there is a predominance of personal awareness-raising approaches that do not
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sufficiently problematise or delve into the structural causes, the global impacts involved and
the possible ways of going beyond or overcoming the capitalist system of growth [42,43].

A fifth element found refers to the channels of knowledge on this topic, with the great-
est impact on students. The role of social networks and digital media is highlighted, as the
age of pupils increases in relation to the information obtained [30,31,44]. According to re-
search, this means that schools should be aware of the influence of digital media—Internet,
social networks, TV—in shaping students’ knowledge. Although these media are also used
in the classroom in a didactic way, young people have access to a wide choice of informa-
tion on the subject, ranging from a critical and global perspective to highly questionable
denialist and conspiratorial views [45]. According to educational research, schools have
a fundamental role to play in this regard in terms of selecting and analysing information
sources and their reliability, as well as contrasting scientific information with other infor-
mation; for instance, news that emphasizes pollution as the origin of the climate crisis and
rising temperatures as the effect [30,32,46].

The sixth result refers to the social representation that seems to predominate in teachers
about the crisis and the CC [46,47]. It should be noted that the information they have allows
them to understand the phenomenon from more complex visions than those usually shared
by students. Though focusing mainly on the biophysical aspects, they consider economic
and political dimensions as well as the repercussions of its impacts on the international,
national and regional spheres. Nevertheless, a critical vision that questions the system does
not predominate; it focuses more on personal or community awareness-raising approaches
that do not involve conflicts with power or the system [27,28,35].

4.2. Epistemological Conceptualisation from Education

In this category, we also point out six significant elements that seem relevant to
us in the results found in this SLR. The participants in various studies, which include
teachers and students, perceive the phenomenon of the climate crisis as real and a worrying
situation at present [37]. Therefore, the first result to highlight in this category is that both
are predominantly aware of the phenomenon and its seriousness [19,39].

The second aspect that stands out is the conception of its causes. In the research
reviewed [10,19,21,39,43,48], the most frequently identified causes operate (a) at the in-
dividual level, linked to both human selfishness and consumerism, (b) at the structural
level related to capitalism, overpopulation and pollution, (c) at the social level with lack of
education and corruption, and (d) at the economic level with low public budgets and lack
of sanctions for polluting industries.

The third group of results are those indicated by the educational community on
how the consequences of the climate crisis are conceived and understood. The follow-
ing are repeatedly identified and pointed out as such: (a) at a global level, environ-
mental impacts [19,49], and (b) at the personal level diseases, behavioural and mood
changes [21,35,36,50–52].

A fourth aspect refers to the knowledge acquired through education. It seems that a
proportion of the students lack solid information about certain basic issues—greenhouse
gases, carbon emissions trading and so on—and show a confused or erroneous knowl-
edge about these topics, including aspects related to environmental policy and manage-
ment [37,53]. Nevertheless, students do express their willingness to participate in the
development of actions in favour of the environment [50]. However, it is noted that they
tend to see the problem as something temporarily distant, which makes it difficult to take
appropriate and timely action as soon as possible [53].

The fifth finding is that epistemologically a representation of the educational com-
munity is perceived to be more focused on the catastrophic consequences of the problem
than on solutions [31,48,54,55]. This reveals a representation marked by negative emotions
and a pessimistic tone, which prevents visualizing possible alternatives and solutions to a
threat potential [49].
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The sixth result worth highlighting is that students seem to identify causes, conse-
quences and strategies in the face of the climate crisis, but through direct and simple
associations. They identify the burning of fossil fuels as a cause, but not consumption
habits; they recognise direct strategies to combat climate change, such as the use of ur-
ban transport, but do not perceive the relationship between local consumption strategies
and the reduction of the transport of goods [31]. Socio-economic consequences are the
least identified by students [56], despite the obvious correlation between them and CC
intensification [57]. Most of the social representations allude only to the ecological dimen-
sion, taking up some elements of the social dimension and not considering the political,
economic, cultural and philosophical dimensions [45,50].

4.3. Strategies for Educational Intervention

In this category, we have included all the proposals put forward regarding how to
intervene educationally at school and in extracurricular and complementary activities,
etc. These proposals address the problem of the planet’s limits, the distribution of its
scarce resources, interdependence and eco-dependence, as well as the predatory and
unsustainable behaviour of capitalism with respect to the biosphere that sustains life. The
following are the results obtained in the SLR.

There are two main ways in which students channel their intervention: (a) activism
and (b) remedial actions [30,50]. Research describes experiences and proposals from a sector
of students who insist on confrontational ‘hyperactivism’—actions that are both symbolic
and directly confrontational—to denounce the consequences of CC and the overcoming
of the planet’s limits. These actions seek to draw attention and generate a certain media
agenda to pressure the public authorities to act [30]. Another sector focuses more on
awareness raising, remedial actions and local action to mitigate or minimise the effects of
climate change as far as possible, understanding that structural, global and cultural change
in society is not their responsibility [50].

It is proposed that educational intervention in schools should focus on (a) transmitting
knowledge and proven information that raises awareness of the effects and consequences
of CC and the energy and ecosystem crisis [35,42,52]; (b) investigating the phenomenon, its
consequences and possible alternatives with students and the educational community, to
enhance their personal and social responsibility [41,50]; (c) putting measures into practice,
implementing strategies and commitments in schools and their environment; i.e., specific
measures that show and set examples consistent with the change proposed [10,40,51];
(d) proposing service-learning actions and programmes with this perspective which impact
on the social context and help to transform it in this sense [10,19,23,32,54,58]; and (e) expos-
ing the model that sustains the situation and involving the educational community with
social movements and activists in their environment to fight against CC and the system
that maintains it [22,33,42,45,53].

Of these educational intervention strategies, those focusing on or more related to
raising awareness, creating spaces for reflection and disseminating information on sus-
tainability and care for the environment seem to predominate [19]. However, in those
approached from a degrowth perspective, the basic strategy proposed is to learn how to
adjust to a new situation in a limited world [52]. Such adjustment involves developing
educational responses to three challenges. The first challenge is the decrease in resources
associated with a possible institutional crisis requiring local responses. This implies edu-
cating in autonomy and self-reliance, and more specifically in ‘know-how’ based on the
management of more resilient technologies. A second challenge has to do with the growth
of uncertainty and vulnerability. In the face of complex and novel problems and situations
of increased risk, we need to enhance a systemic understanding of the world, research
capacity—and thus creativity—collaborative work and care. The third challenge is the
speed of change; in just a few decades we could find ourselves in a very different situation.
There will not be much time for trial and error, or for experimenting with possible responses
to degrowth/collapse; so, it is a priority to educate in a critical spirit, in increasing our
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evaluative capacity, and in feminist eco-literacy [44] based on scientific knowledge rather
than on mythical thinking [52].

4.4. The Training of Future Teachers

Although recognised in Spain and even as a priority objective of current educational
legislation, many educational administrations, and numerous institutions and organisa-
tions [32], the truth is that it is not reflected in the curricula of faculties of education in a
systematic and planned way [49].

Therefore, the results of those research studies that reveal the existence of uncritical
and conformist attitudes among trainee teachers are not surprising. However, it is also
pointed out in some cases that a profile of a future transforming teacher appears in line
with a degrowth pedagogy focused on critical and emancipatory action [29,46]. Another
outstanding aspect is the average academic scientific knowledge of trainee teachers in
contrasts with a high level of pro-environmental attitudes [40].

It is also noted that trainee teachers prefer individual eco-sustainable behaviours (using
the bicycle as a means of transport) to collective ones (actively participating in campaigns),
those of lesser involvement (turning off the heating) to those of greater involvement
(choosing alternative means of transport to flying). In addition, a low predisposition to
exert political pressure for the resolution of socio-environmental problems and change
towards degrowth was found [36,40].

4.5. The Orientation of Education Policies

An example of the introduction of sustainability in the field of education is the current
Spanish education law; that is, the Organic Law 3/2020, of 29 December, which amends
the Organic Law 2/2006, of 3 May, on Education (LOMLOE). This regulation refers to
sustainability from the preamble, recognising sustainable development as one of the five
key focuses of the law. In Article 1 on the principles guiding the law, it establishes education
for ecological transition with social justice criteria as a contribution to environmental, social
and economic sustainability. Its Title IV establishes that the education system cannot be
oblivious to the challenges posed by the CC of the planet, and that educational centres
must become a place of custody and care for our environment [34,40,59].

In the general principles, Article 110 is reformulated to include sustainability and
relations with the environment, highlighting the need for coordination between admin-
istrations to promote and guarantee the culture of environmental sustainability, social
cooperation to protect biodiversity, etc.

Furthermore, it establishes that Education for Sustainable Development, global citi-
zenship and the 2030 Agenda will be included in the training processes and access to the
teaching profession. This obliges teachers to have received specific training in the contents
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda by 2025. In general,
the studies reviewed conclude that the LOMLOE represents an advance with respect to
previous laws, although it lacks the inclusion of an eco-social competence and a critical
view at some of the approaches of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda [23,33,34,40,45].

5. Conclusions

There are various approaches to intervene in education in the face of the CC prob-
lem: education for sustainable development [60], environmental education [61], ecopeda-
gogy [58,62], etc. However, in this research we have focused on the pedagogy of degrowth,
as this represents an amendment to the entire capitalist system based on infinite growth on
a finite planet [63,64].

Regarding the first question posed by this research, the studies reviewed coincide in
pointing out that it has indeed become a relevant issue in terms of the concern expressed
by both the educational community and the educational administrations and legislation
in force. Still, this contrasts with the scarce and relative lack of effective implementation
of practices that mainstream all educational action; from the curriculum of all subjects to
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the organisation of schools in all senses. In this sense, there is still a long way to go for
degrowth to become a central axis in the educational field [65,66].

Accordingly, a substantial change would entail a thorough revision of the contents
reflected in the textbooks and curricular materials of all subjects. These should incorporate
knowledge, principles and values in a systematic way about the whole problem; its causes,
impact and consequences, questioning the model of unlimited growth and consumption
that capitalism entails.

Concerning the epistemological conceptualisation from the perspective of education,
there is a progressive awareness of the importance of the climate crisis among all sectors
of the educational community. Likewise, its causes are progressively being associated not
only to individual conduct or behaviour linked to selfishness and consumerism, but also
to structural causes related to the capitalist model. There is also a representation in the
educational content and process that is more focused on the catastrophic consequences
of the problem than on structural solutions. This can lead to a difficulty in visualizing
possible alternatives. Moreover, catastrophe or collapse is seen as temporarily distant,
which reduces the urgency of intervention in education. It would then be necessary to
focus on conceptualising and developing the alternative of degrowth as a global, planned
and hopeful solution to the current situation. Its seriousness, on the other hand, must be
confirmed with contrasted and scientific information allowing society to become truly and
accurately aware of its possible irreversibility if measures are not urgently planned [67,68].

Therefore, we believe that an epistemological shift is needed that goes beyond unidis-
ciplinarity, reflecting the need for knowledge aimed at changing the foundations and pillars
of the current development model. For this, it is necessary to incorporate critical theories
to understand scientific thought and its relationship with racial, patriarchal and colonial
power structures. Ecology and degrowth play a relevant role as key fields in providing
solutions to the depletion of natural ecosystems, the overflow of planetary cycles, and their
relationship with the capitalist reproduction model [34].

Educational intervention strategies to initiate and involve present and future genera-
tions in degrowth can be varied and complementary, as has been seen in this review. These
include transmitting knowledge and contrasted information [69] to initiating participa-
tory research-action processes, and implementing measures consistent with the proposed
change in the educational centre itself and in its environment. At the same time, there
is a need to expose the model that sustains the situation, and to get involved with social
movements and activists against CC and the system that maintains it [1,4].

The limitations of this SLR are the scant literature currently available; mostly on
specific experiences or practices that reflect the teaching and didactic lines of action of
this pedagogy of degrowth in classrooms and educational centres. Therefore, literature
not specifically referring to the concept of degrowth but addressing aspects substantially
related to this approach has been included in this review.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su16219210/s1, Table S1: The PRISMA 2020 checklist. References [70,71]
are cited in the supplementary materials.
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