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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the impact of replacing conventional environmental education with nature-based art-oriented
environmental education on addressing the generational disconnect of contemporary children from environmental concepts and
responsibilities from the perspectives of experts in education, environmental studies, child art education, and childhood studies. This
qualitative study was conducted using a grounded theory approach. The study population consisted of environmental education specialists,
university faculty members, child art educators, managers of nature-based educational centers, and researchers in childhood and youth
studies in Tehran, Iran. Participants were selected through purposive and theoretical sampling, resulting in a final sample of 22 experts.
Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding procedures.
Trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking, peer review, and constant comparative analysis throughout the research
process. Data analysis led to the identification of a core category labeled “the generational disconnect of contemporary children from
environmental concepts and requirements.” Findings indicated that reduced direct experiences with nature, the dominance of digital
technologies, urbanization, and limitations of formal environmental education were among the primary factors contributing to this
disconnect. The results further revealed that conventional environmental education, due to its emphasis on theoretical knowledge
transmission, has limited effectiveness in fostering sustainable environmental attitudes and behaviors. In contrast, nature-based art-
oriented environmental education promotes experiential learning, emotional engagement, creativity, multisensory interaction, and active
participation, thereby strengthening children’s connection with nature, improving environmental literacy, enhancing ecological
sensitivity, and encouraging environmentally responsible behaviors. The findings suggest that replacing traditional environmental
education with nature-based art-oriented approaches represents an educational and cultural necessity in contemporary societies.

Keywords: Environmental Education, Art-Oriented Education, Nature-Based Learning, Generational Disconnect, Contemporary Children,

Environmental Literacy, Grounded Theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, climate change, and increasing disconnection between humans
and nature have become major global concerns, prompting educators and policymakers to reconsider
traditional approaches to environmental education. Contemporary environmental education is no longer
viewed merely as a process of transmitting ecological knowledge; rather, it is increasingly recognized as a
transformative practice aimed at fostering environmental awareness, emotional engagement, ecological
responsibility, and sustainable behaviors (As’ari, 2026; Plessis & Postlewaight, 2024). Despite these
developments, growing evidence suggests that contemporary children are experiencing an unprecedented
disconnection from nature, resulting in weakened environmental values and reduced ecological sensitivity.
The rapid expansion of urbanization, digital technologies, and indoor lifestyles has significantly altered
children's daily experiences. Compared with previous generations, many children spend less time outdoors and
have fewer opportunities for direct interaction with natural environments. This phenomenon has contributed
to what many scholars describe as a generational disconnect from nature, characterized by diminished
emotional attachment, ecological awareness, and environmental stewardship (Cudworth & Lumber, 2021;
Kelly et al., 2023). Research has demonstrated that direct experiences in natural settings are fundamental for
cultivating environmental responsibility and long-term pro-environmental behaviors (Prescott et al., 2022;

Wise et al., 2022).



Nature-based education has emerged as a promising response to this challenge. Rather than relying exclusively
on classroom instruction, nature-based approaches emphasize experiential learning, outdoor engagement,
exploration, and direct encounters with ecological systems. Such approaches have been associated with
improvements in cognitive development, environmental literacy, social-emotional well-being, and nature
connectedness (Faujiah & Marzuki, 2021; Sharma-Brymer et al., 2024; Yamanoi et al., 2021). Recent
studies have also highlighted the role of place-based and outdoor learning environments in enhancing children's
understanding of ecological concepts while fostering meaningful relationships with natural settings
(Theodosaki et al., 2025; Trina et al., 2024).

Simultaneously, growing attention has been directed toward the educational potential of art as a medium for
environmental learning. Art-based environmental education enables learners to engage emotionally, creatively,
and reflectively with environmental issues. Through artistic expression, children can explore ecological themes
in ways that transcend traditional knowledge acquisition and promote deeper personal connections with nature
(Papavasileiou et al., 2020). Eco-art projects, artistic sustainability initiatives, and creative environmental
programs have demonstrated considerable potential in enhancing environmental awareness, empathy, and
stewardship behaviors (Jonsdottir, 2021; SEren & Giil, 2022).

The integration of art and nature has recently attracted scholarly interest because of its capacity to
simultaneously engage cognitive, emotional, sensory, and creative dimensions of learning. Studies suggest that
artistic activities conducted within natural settings can strengthen children's environmental empathy, increase
place attachment, and encourage active participation in environmental conservation (Sunassee & Bokhoree,
2021; Sunassee et al., 2021). Furthermore, artistic engagement with nature supports creativity, practical skills,
environmental citizenship, and sustainability-oriented thinking (Ju & Gao, 2025; Kahlon & Barua, 2023;
Kang et al., 2024).

Nature-based art education is also consistent with broader theoretical perspectives emphasizing reciprocity
between humans and the natural world. Environmental citizenship, ecopsychology, biocultural ethics, and
place-based learning frameworks all underscore the importance of rebuilding meaningful relationships
between people and nature as a foundation for sustainable development (Monte & Reis, 2021; Tauro et al.,
2021; [TonoBa, 2023). Research conducted in diverse educational contexts—including forest schools, school
gardens, geoparks, eco-art curricula, and outdoor learning environments—has consistently demonstrated the
value of experiential and creative engagement with nature (Garcia et al., 2023; Turner-Hill et al., 2021;
UNser et al., 2023).

Additional evidence indicates that exposure to nature-based learning environments supports language
development, creativity, ecological literacy, and socio-emotional growth among children (Prins et al., 2024;
Setyaningsih et al., 2024). Moreover, scholars have argued that sustainable educational transformation

requires moving beyond information-centered instruction toward approaches that foster emotional, ethical, and

relational engagement with the environment (Collier et al., 2023; Miller, 2024). Biomimicry-based



educational practices, eco-art interventions, environmental citizenship models, and place-responsive
pedagogies further illustrate the potential of interdisciplinary approaches in cultivating environmental
responsibility (Adiglizel et al., 2024; Costa & Honorina, 2023; Tribot et al., 2022).

Despite increasing interest in nature-based and art-oriented environmental education, limited research has
specifically examined the necessity of replacing conventional environmental education with nature-based art-
oriented approaches as a strategy for addressing the generational disconnect between children and
environmental values. Therefore, the present study sought to explore this issue by investigating experts’
perspectives regarding the role of nature-based art-oriented environmental education in reconnecting
contemporary children with environmental concepts and responsibilities.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design based on grounded theory methodology. The purpose was
to develop a conceptual understanding of how nature-based art-oriented environmental education can
contribute to reducing the generational disconnect between contemporary children and environmental values.
The study population consisted of environmental education specialists, university faculty members in
education and environmental sciences, child art educators, outdoor learning practitioners, nature-school
administrators, and researchers specializing in childhood studies in Tehran, Iran. Purposeful sampling and
theoretical sampling techniques were used to identify participants with substantial professional experience and
expertise related to environmental education and child development.

A total of 22 participants were included in the study. The sample comprised six university faculty members,
five environmental education specialists, four child art educators, four professionals working in nature-based
educational centers, and three researchers specializing in children and youth studies. Data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were gathered through semi-structured in-depth interviews. Interview questions focused on contemporary
children's relationship with nature, limitations of conventional environmental education, opportunities offered
by art-oriented educational practices, and strategies for strengthening environmental awareness and
responsibility among younger generations. Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes and were audio-
recorded with participants’ consent before being transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis followed Strauss and Corbin’s grounded theory approach. Open coding was conducted to identify
initial concepts and categories. Axial coding was then used to establish relationships among categories and
organize them into broader themes. Finally, selective coding was employed to identify the core category and
construct the final conceptual model. To ensure trustworthiness, member checking, peer review, audit trails,
and continuous comparison of data were utilized throughout the research process.

Findings



Analysis of the interview data resulted in the identification of four major categories, twelve subcategories, and
numerous initial codes. The central phenomenon emerging from the analysis was the generational disconnect
of contemporary children from environmental concepts and responsibilities.

The first major category concerned the causes of this disconnect. Participants consistently emphasized reduced
direct experiences with nature, urban living conditions, excessive reliance on digital technologies, and
declining outdoor activities as primary contributors. According to the participants, many children today
encounter nature indirectly through media rather than through personal experiences, leading to weakened
emotional and cognitive connections with the natural world.

The second category addressed the limitations of conventional environmental education. Participants argued
that existing educational programs are largely knowledge-centered and classroom-based, emphasizing
information transmission rather than experiential engagement. As a result, environmental concepts are often
learned superficially and fail to influence long-term attitudes and behaviors.

The third category highlighted the capacities of nature-based art-oriented environmental education.
Participants described artistic activities in natural settings as powerful mechanisms for experiential learning,
sensory engagement, emotional involvement, creativity, and personal expression. Artistic practices such as
drawing natural landscapes, storytelling, environmental theater, sculpture using natural materials, and creative
observation were viewed as effective means of fostering environmental awareness and appreciation.

The fourth category focused on anticipated outcomes. Participants believed that replacing conventional
environmental education with nature-based art-oriented approaches would strengthen children's emotional
attachment to nature, enhance environmental literacy, improve ecological sensitivity, and promote sustainable
environmental behaviors. They also emphasized the potential of these approaches to cultivate environmental
responsibility, ecological citizenship, and long-term commitment to environmental stewardship.

The final grounded theory model identified nature-based art-oriented environmental education as a strategic
response to the environmental disconnect experienced by contemporary children. The model suggested that
creative engagement with nature can transform environmental learning from a cognitive activity into a holistic
experience involving emotional, sensory, social, and ethical dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the environmental challenges facing contemporary societies are not solely ecological
in nature but are also educational and cultural. The identified generational disconnect reflects profound changes
in children's everyday experiences, lifestyles, and relationships with the natural world. Participants consistently
emphasized that the decline in direct contact with nature has weakened children's environmental awareness
and reduced opportunities for developing meaningful ecological relationships.

The study further demonstrates that conventional environmental education is often insufficient for addressing

these challenges. Although traditional approaches may increase environmental knowledge, they frequently fail



to cultivate emotional engagement, personal responsibility, and sustainable behavior. Participants viewed this
limitation as a critical obstacle to fostering environmental stewardship among younger generations.

A major contribution of the study lies in highlighting the transformative potential of nature-based art-oriented
environmental education. The findings suggest that artistic engagement within natural environments provides
a unique educational pathway that integrates cognition, emotion, creativity, and experience. Through this
integration, children are able to construct deeper and more meaningful understandings of environmental
concepts while simultaneously developing stronger emotional bonds with nature.

The study also underscores the importance of experiential and place-based learning. Rather than positioning
nature merely as a subject of study, participants advocated viewing nature as an active educational partner.
This perspective encourages children to engage directly with ecological systems, fostering curiosity, wonder,
empathy, and responsibility.

Another significant finding concerns the role of art as a mediator between children and the environment.
Artistic activities create opportunities for reflection, imagination, and emotional expression, allowing
environmental learning to become personally meaningful. Such experiences contribute not only to
environmental literacy but also to broader developmental outcomes, including creativity, communication,
social interaction, and emotional well-being.

The conceptual model developed in this study suggests that effective environmental education should extend
beyond knowledge acquisition and embrace holistic educational experiences. Nature-based art-oriented
approaches appear particularly well suited for this purpose because they simultaneously address cognitive,
emotional, sensory, ethical, and behavioral dimensions of learning.

In conclusion, the study indicates that replacing conventional environmental education with nature-based art-
oriented environmental education represents a promising strategy for addressing the generational disconnect
of contemporary children from environmental concepts and responsibilities. By reconnecting children with
nature through creative and experiential learning opportunities, such approaches can foster environmental
literacy, ecological sensitivity, emotional attachment to natural environments, and sustainable environmental
behaviors. Consequently, nature-based art-oriented environmental education should be considered an essential
component of future educational policies and practices aimed at cultivating environmentally responsible

generations capable of contributing to a more sustainable future.
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