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The Importance of “Bad Practice” in Environmental Education and 

Environmental Education Research

This paper relates to the overall theme of AERA 2012, To Know is not Enough, not by suggesting 

what is needed besides knowledge, but instead by questioning the functions of this “not knowing”. 

In  EE practice  and research  we often  find an  inclination  toward notions  of  “Best  Practice”  or 

“Promising practices”, but perhaps the time is ripe for a discussions of “Bad Practice”, not only as 

something that should be overcome by new educational initiatives, but as something that serves a 

function in everyday life. Here this takes form as a primarily theoretical philosophical discussion of 

the notion of “Bad Practice”, and probes into the question of why Environmental Education and 

Environmental  Education  Research continuously struggle to  engage the public  in  the large and 

important issues linked to environmental hazards and climate change. The approach is inspired by 

the  socio-philosophical  implications  of  Lacanian  Psychoanalysis  and the  Slovenian  philosopher 

Slavoj  Žižek,  and  is  in  many  ways  influenced  by the  Danish  tradition  of  Action  Competence 

(Jensen & Schnack, 1997). It is argued that in everyday experienced life we live in constant tension 

between the lofty ideals imbedded in EE, and the need to constantly turn our backs to these ideals in 

order to create at least a bit of meaning in this tumultuous world of ours. This daily “easy way out” 

of taking the car to work or enjoying a comfortable life, knowing we should act in another way, can 

be interpreted as our everyday “Bad Practice”. This is not something that should be strived for, but 

merely something that is and always will be a part of our lives, and something that should be taken 

into  account  when  working  with  environmental  educational.  Perhaps  by  accepting  that  “Bad 

Practice” is there for a reason, we can continue to ask the fundamental questions of what creates 

individual and structural barriers to notions of “Good practice” and how these can be challenged 

without cutting the everyday human being in half  and ignoring that we all  support and fed the 

structures that harm us.

We all know the situation: Hurrying home from the job we enter the war zone of home. Of course 

we should find time to cook a wonderful nutritious meal, consisting of locally produced organic 

vegetables and all the vitamins needed to nourish and sustain the body. This, however, is not always 

the case, often the energy needed to perform such a wonder is simply lacking and the result is 

somewhat less inspiring and consists of a super fast dinner, which everybody finds acceptable. After 
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dinner we should use our precious time getting wiser and sociable by spending the evening together 

playing board games, discussing art, going to the theater or at least watch a Lars Von Trier movie.  

Again this clashes with the real world, where the ease of television nine out of ten enslaves us to 

watch some kind of morally degrading TV-show. Topping of the evening would be a couple of 

hours of sensuous lovemaking and finally deep sleep in the arms of your loved one. Or perhaps not. 

It seems as if many of us has a hard time living the ideals of just a perfect evening with loved ones,  

when the discussion turns to envisioning and performing EE and EE research, the situation is even 

more bleak.

The point is that we  often are quite aware that something is slightly amiss. As Paul said to the 

Romans: “The good which I desire, I don’t do; but the evil which I don’t desire, I practice”, and that 

is  exactly the kernel of the notion of “Bad Practice”.  On one hand we adhere to all  the great 

democratic and sustainable ideals, embedded in EE, but on the other hand we live in a very different 

world, where the realities force us into different practices that we know are “Bad”, but none the less 

impossible to live without. “Bad” is here not to be understood only as what specialists, researchers 

or other public know-it-all’s point out as harmful to our own or others health or society at large.  

Instead we should focus on that small voice in the back of our heads that tells us that we ought to 

buy organic vegetables instead of the cheaper and (and often perkier) conventional ones, on the talk 

about making an end to the “sinning” after a particular wonderfully boozy weekend with lots of 

friends  and  fast  food,  and  the  great  moments  that  arise  when  researchers  working  with 

environmental and climate issues meet at conferences around the globe and shamefully discuss how 

much CO2 their  plane trip  has resulted in:  We know very well  what  we should be doing, but 

circumstances, life, makes us do something else, but of course in the bigger picture we perceive 

ourselves as tipping the scales toward the greater good. This is not to argue that our own personal 

perceptions  of  what  we  should  do  or  not  is  some  kind  of  mystic  gateway  to  transcendental 

knowledge of right or wrong, but instead to focus on the idea that we again and again find our self 

caught in the midst of what our ideals stress and what reality dictates. 

EE  practitioners  and  researchers  around  the  globe  work  hard  to  address  the  mechanisms  and 

structures that threatens the environment and the social, but in many ways it seems the continued 

work to rid our self of suppressing ideologies, discourses, narratives (or whatever fashion dictates 

that we should call these structures) and presenting the possibility of gaining some sort of prober 
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emancipation, does only to the smallest of measures change the way people actually live their lives 

and  how  we  conceptualize  our  societies.  The  struggle  towards  environmental  consciousness, 

democracy and social cosmopolitan values over and over again loses out, to the everyday life and 

its  myriad  of  convenient  choices  and  comfortable  positions.  That  in  no  way  diminishes  the 

importance of having a democratic utopia as a useful ideal,  but it opens up the question of the 

importance of Bad Practice, of the function of these choices. Why do we cling like mad to practices 

that most people know are bad news for the individual and the society at large? 

Taking inspiration from Lacanian Psychoanalysis, as used by the Slovenian thinker Slavoj Žižek, it 

is possible to view “Bad Practice”, not as only something that should be abandoned with haste, in 

search of a better life, but as a very successful coping strategy. It keeps us from stepping into the 

totality  of  a  distressing  world,  and  instead  constructing  meaning  around  notions  of  EE, 

sustainability  and the  hope  for  a  brighter  future.  The search  for  something  behind all  of  this,  

something that could lend our time here a sense of purpose is not to be underestimated as a strong 

individual and social driving force. The notion of  Disavowal was used by Freud to describe “a 

specific  mode  of  defense which  consists  in  the subject’s  refusing to  recognize  the reality  of  a 

traumatic  perception”  (Freud,  2005).  When  talking  EE,  disavowal  could  be  seen  as  the 

psychological mechanism that enables us to live a meaningful life in a world that is seemingly 

falling  apart,  and  where  we  through  our  lived  life  support  the  structures  that  continues  the 

distressing  development  toward  non-sustainability.  Lacan  ads  something  to  this  notion  of 

disavowal: the idea that we do not only deny the knowledge of the traumatic, but at the same time 

we also recognize  it.  We know very well  that  we are living in a world heading toward global 

environmental crisis, but to survive we must both acknowledge that this is reality and at the same 

time continue living life “as normal” in order to survive with our wits intact (Lacan, 2006). 

That is very much the mechanism that is embedded in the focus on “Bad Practice”, we do not only 

need our high ideals of the possibility of a better world, though our actions, we also need to live the 

very opposite, consuming, producing waste and exploiting the earth like the “modern” individuals 

we are. Does this make us into fallible persons? Very much so, but it also represents a possibility of  

accepting that there is little escape from actually living amidst the social structures that embrace us. 

Why not just “act as you teach”, scorning the disastrous ways of modern man and turn toward a 

more sustainable path? It could be argued that doing so would not only succeed in making you a 
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social leper, insisting on living in a card board box in the forest and shipping your monthly wages to 

Africa,  it  would  also  reveal  you  as  the  greatest  hypocrite  and possible  traumatize  you  beyond 

recovery. The ideals or utopias which form the basis of modern liberal capitalist society; Freedom, 

Democracy and to a growing degree Sustainable Development are not minor league notions easily 

incorporated into the way we organize the world around us. They are quite radical notions that 

demands utmost attention from all citizens and constant hard work and courage in order to avoid 

slipping into the easy trap of behavior modification, instrumentalization of your fellow man and the 

chances of favoring yourself over others. Buying a crate of organic tomatoes now and then and 

reading the newspaper a couple of times during the week, does not really cut it when discussing the 

radical emancipative ideals that form the cornerstone of our society. The alternative is, however, 

almost too horrible to consider. The function of everyday “Bad Practice”, as a coping strategy, is 

thus to keep us from doing the impossible: Stepping, with eyes wide open, into the void of the 

chaotic world that surrounds us, with all its wrongs and randomness. Our constant lapse into the 

easy way out, into old habits and “Bad Practice” enables us to actually perceive ourselves to live at 

the level  of  ideal  fantasies,  and not  confronting the  harmful  structures  that  we are part  of  and 

support through our normal daily actions. Doing something that seems wrong or “bad” according to 

the gospels of EE , sustainability or democracy, could be seen as a way of structuring meaning and 

acknowledging the fact that “we are only humans” and actually deserve a delicious daily treat.   

Grasping with the underlying values of EE at large is indeed heady stuff, especially when viewed 

against the back drop of everyday life, but perhaps the understanding of why EE often has such a 

hard time making an impact, could be developed with a critical eye towards the functions of “Bad 

Practice”?  Binning  the  idea  that  “Bad  Practice”  acts  primarily  as  barriers  to  “Best  practices”, 

“Promising practices” etc. opens up for a critical understanding of why these exact barriers are so 

stubborn and why they in some forms will continue to exist no matter what kind of educational 

approaches are levied on them.  This should not be seen as an effort to endorse all practices as 

potentially good, but instead as a way of questioning the social structures, and at the same time 

stress  the  importance  of  individual  agency.  Understanding  a  focus  on  the  importance  of  “Bad 

Practice” as a kind of “Friendly knowledge”, that tries to include the downsides of being a normal 

fallible human being, might enable EE to further develop towards being able to support the all 

important Good Practices, that do not force the individual to ignore the daily hardship of living in 

the changing and often chaotic midst of environmental and human challenges. 
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