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Abstract: Research shows that education increases environmental attitudes, yet there is a lack of
studies examining young people’s attitudes and the role of various educational characteristics
in youth’s environmental engagement. The main aim of our study was to examine how several
educational characteristics of young people and their parents impact youth’s environmental attitudes.
We employed a survey sample of 14-34-year-olds (N = 1508; Mage = 19.25 years) collected in January
2020. The impact of five educational variables was tested: maternal and paternal educational
level; students” educational stage (primary, secondary and tertiary school students); educational
track of secondary students (vocational, professional and general); and youth’s educational status
(currently in education vs. not in education). We controlled for several demographic and economic
confounding factors in multivariate analyses. These indicate significant between-track differences in
environmental attitudes among secondary school students, while educational status and educational
stage have no significant impact on environmental attitudes. In addition, the father’s (but not the
mother’s) education increases Slovenian youngsters’ environmental attitudes. As findings indicate
significant differences between educational tracks of secondary students independent of their parental
education and other personal and family characteristics, educators may want to revise vocational and
professional secondary school syllabuses to include an increased number of environmental, climate
change and sustainability topics.

Keywords: environmental attitudes; educational characteristics; school track; parental education;
young people

1. Introduction

Human activity is widely recognized as the primary driver behind environmental
degradation and climate change, which are among the most critical global issues in the
modern world [1-3]. Climate change is linked to other critical issues, from global poverty
and social inequality to biodiversity loss and natural resource depletion [4]. As climate
change and environmental issues are complex global problems, they need to be tackled at
different levels. This includes a change in environmental attitudes, values, knowledge and
behaviour among decision-makers and the general public [5,6]. The complexity of the issue
makes one’s awareness of what is needed to create a low-emission future and environmental
engagement vital. Education plays a critical role in this endeavour, as highlighted by
crucial documents in this area, such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change [7] and the Paris Agreement [8]. Article 6 of the UNFCCC [7], for example, states
that signatory countries should “Promote and facilitate . .. the development and implementation
of educational and public awareness programmes on climate change and its effects”, while the
Paris Agreement [8] in Article 12 states that countries “shall cooperate in taking measures, as
appropriate, to enhance climate change education, training, public awareness, public participation
and public access to information”.
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Considering the importance of education for addressing global environmental issues,
including climate change, it is crucial to examine various individuals” educational char-
acteristics in their environmental engagement. Young people are the group most heavily
involved in educational processes. More importantly, they are a crucial group to involve in
the fight against climate change. They are not only the current members of society but also
the future decision-makers, and they will have to deal with the adverse effects of this global
issue in the future [9]. As Corner and colleagues put it: “. .. young people arquably have the
most to gain and the most to lose in a changing climate.” [10] (p. 523). Therefore, in the present
study, we examined the environmental attitudes of Slovenian youth, with a particular focus
on the role of educational characteristics of young people and their parents.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. The Impact of Education on Environmental Attitudes

The critical role of education in sustainable behaviours and attitudes, including en-
vironmental attitudes, is well established in the literature. Most studies investigating
the impact of education have examined adults” educational levels. Ample correlational
research shows that education positively impacts environmental attitudes [11,12] and be-
haviour [13,14]. Furthermore, there is evidence that education has a causative impact on
people’s pro-environmental engagement [15].

Several additional mechanisms may explain why education positively impacts envi-
ronmental attitudes and behaviour. First, education is considered one of the elements of
socioeconomic status that impacts one’s objective and subjective existential security. When
people have higher levels of material security and day-to-day survival is largely taken
for granted, they can put a higher value on non- or post-materials goals, emphasizing
self-expression, self-realization and quality of life, which includes being more aware of en-
vironmental issues, which, then, increases pro-environmental attitudes and behaviour [16].
Second, education is linked to cognitive abilities, which are, in turn, linked to one’s open-
ness [17]. More educated groups tend to exhibit a greater connectedness to the environment,
possibly due to their broader perspective and increased concern for others, reflected in their
openness towards the value and importance of nature and the environment. Third, educa-
tional levels also tend to be linked to how people spend time during their leisure activities.
For example, education increases outdoor physical activities; spending more time outdoors
in natural settings can enhance one’s sense of affinity and care for the environment, which
can have a positive impact on pro-environmental attitudes and actions [18,19].

The significance of educational levels for environmental attitudes and behaviour of
adults is well-documented. However, existing studies on young people primarily focus
on environmental education [20-22], while there is much less known on other educational
determinants of young people’s environmental attitudes.

2.2. Parental Education

One of the main questions to be answered is whether the positive impact of adults’ ed-
ucation on their environmental attitudes translates into their offspring’s pro-environmental
attitudes. In this regard, studies are less consistent; some studies show that parental educa-
tion may positively impact offspring’s environmental engagement. For example, a study
of Hungarian secondary school students found parental education to increase students’
environmental attitudes and behaviour [23]. A study of Turkish children found that their
connectedness to nature increased with parental education [24], as did adolescents” en-
vironmental awareness [25]. In addition, studies of primary [26] and secondary school
students [27] found higher environmental knowledge among those with higher-educated
parents. Students with higher-educated parents are less likely to think about being dis-
connected from nature and perceive nature as a fearful and loathsome environment [28].
Higher parental education might also increase youth’s environmental engagement through
informal parental teaching about sustainable environmental behaviour and instilling envi-
ronmental awareness [29].
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However, some studies have found no impact of parental education on young people’s
environmental engagement. For example, a study from US regions found neither the
parental education [30] nor the maternal education [31] to be linked with offspring’s envi-
ronmental attitudes or behaviour. In another study of US youth, parental SES (measured
through parental education and income) also had no impact on youth’s environmental
attitudes or behaviour [32]. Similarly, using PISA 2006 data, a 56-country study by Boeve-de
Pauw and Van Petegem [33] found no impact of parental education on youth environmental
attitudes.

Furthermore, the impacts of mother’s vs. father’s education are rarely examined
separately. In a ten-country study of youth in Southeast Europe, the father’s education
was not significantly linked to a measure of the youth’s civic environmental competencies,
which included an item of boycotting products due to environmental reasons; the mother’s
education, however, had a positive impact in four out of ten countries [34].

2.3. Educational Track

The educational track is another characteristic seldom addressed in the environmental
engagement literature. Coertjens and colleagues argue that the role of school, including
the role the educational track, plays in shaping environmental attitudes of youth “... up
until now may not have received the attention it deserves” [35] (p. 499). They analysed PISA
2006 data of Flemish secondary school students and found that, surprisingly, students in
the vocational track had significantly higher environmental attitudes scores, followed by
general track students, while the technical track students had the lowest environmental
attitudes. One of the explanations provided by Coertjens and colleagues for increased pro-
environmental attitudes among vocational track students is that their vocational education
“exposes them to real-life environmental topics related directly to the profession they are learning in
school” [35] (p. 512).

Analysis of post-secondary school students shows similar between-track differences.
A study in the US found that academic majors impacted young people’s perceptions of na-
ture. Specifically, social science/humanities/arts majors and engineering/math/computer
science majors were half as likely to think about disconnection from nature regularly
compared to natural/physical science majors [28]. Another study in the US found that
economics and business majors were less likely to participate in public environmental
behaviour [13]. However, one study found no impact of a major on environmental attitudes

(e.g., [30]).

2.4. Educational Stage

Differences between educational stages (e.g., primary, secondary and tertiary educa-
tion) on environmental attitudes are also seldom examined in the literature. A handful
of existing studies show educational stage differences in environmental attitudes. For
example, in Poland, secondary students from gymnasiums (lower stage) reported higher
environmental knowledge than those from lyceums (higher stage) [36]. A US study found
that with an increasing stage of education, students express more pro-environmental
attitudes [30].

2.5. Educational Status

Finally, another essential educational characteristic of each young person is their
educational status (i.e., whether they are currently a student compared to having a different
activity status, e.g., being employed, unemployed, or retired due to, for example, a health
condition). Since there is a lack of research on the role of this educational characteristic, we
included it in our analysis, as we were interested in whether leaving the institutionalized
educational process is linked to lower environmental attitudes.
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2.6. Environmental Attitudes among Slovenian Youth

Recent studies have indicated comparatively high levels of environmental engagement
among Slovenian youth. For example, “protecting nature” was rated as “very important”
by 38.5% of Slovenian youth in 2020 and “living in a clean and pristine environment
was rated as “very important” by 44.6% of Slovenian youth [37] (p. 309). In comparison,
“material goods” were rated as “very important” by only 11.8% of Slovenian youth (ibid.). A
study of Slovenian primary school students found 71.8% of respondents “strongly agreed”
that “Plants and animals have as much right as people to live”. Similarly, 63.3% “strongly
agreed” that “If things don’t change, we will have a big disaster in the environment
soon” [38].

Earlier studies also indicate that the environmental attitudes of Slovenian youth are
translated into pro-environmental behaviour, with encouraging trends in the last decade.
For example, compared to 2010, Slovenian youth in 2020 were more likely to have bought or
would be willing to buy certain products due to political, ethical or environmental reasons
(31.4% vs. 46.3%, respectively). Furthermore, 52% of young people reported minimizing
their consumption/purchases to what they really need due to environmental problems
and 54% stated that, when possible, they buy local products that are not transported long
distances [37].

We argue that a more detailed look into the role of education among youth is needed
about environmental attitudes. As most previous studies focus on individual educational
variables among adults, we investigated the impact of several educational characteristics of
Slovenian youth and their parents and their impact on youth’s environmental attitudes.
This is the first study of Slovenian youth to examine and compare youth across three
educational stages, secondary school tracks and two educational statuses. Previous studies
of Slovene youth have included only primary [39], or secondary school students [40], or
excluded some educational and age groups, e.g., [41]. In addition, none of the previous
studies focused on educational determinants, except for a study that examined parental
education; it found a positive impact of maternal (but not paternal) education on civic
environmental competencies among Slovenian youth [34].

7

3. Study Aim

The main aim of our study was to examine environmental attitudes among Slovenian
youth (12-34-year-olds). We were interested in how prevalent environmental attitudes
are and how they may be impacted by young people’s and their parents” educational
characteristics. We tested the role of five educational predictors: maternal and paternal
educational level; students” educational stage (primary, secondary and tertiary school
students); educational track of secondary students (vocational, professional and general);
and youth’s educational status (currently being in education or not). We controlled for
several demographic and economic confounding factors in multivariate analyses.

If a link is found between youngsters’ personal educational characteristics (educational
status, stage and track) and their environmental attitudes, the results may answer whether
the inclusion of parental education into the predictive models decreases the impact of
youngsters’ educational determinants. If so, parental educational levels may partly explain
why educational status, stage and track may be linked to environmental attitudes. On the
other hand, if examined personal educational characteristics remain a significant predictor
after the inclusion of parental education (and other indicators of a family’s social status),
then some other mechanisms may be at play.

4. Method
4.1. Data and Sample Description

We analysed survey data from a large sample of Slovenian young people (N = 1508;
12-34 years; age = 19.25; 57.6% of women), collected initially to analyse youth’s cultural
participation and lifestyle patterns [42]. The sample included primary school students
(n = 147), secondary school students (n = 982), tertiary students (n = 248), employed (n
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= 88) and unemployed (n = 47) young people who, at the time of the survey (in January
and February 2020) resided in Slovenia. The survey was conducted in all twelve Slovenian
statistical regions. The sample was collected by contacting randomly selected primary
and secondary schools in Slovenia and by sharing the link to an e-survey via the project’s
online social networks and the Faculty of Arts of the University of Maribor. Although the
sample is not representative of young people in Slovenia, it covers all key groups of activity
statuses and young people from all twelve regions and is gender-balanced (for detailed
information on sampling, see [43]).

4.2. Measurement
4.2.1. Outcomes Variables

Environmental attitudes were measured with two items. The first question was: “How
important is caring for nature and looking after the environment to you?” (1 = not important
at all; 2 = not important; 3 = somewhat important; 4 = very important).

The second item was previously used in World Values Survey, European Values
Study [44] and Slovenian Public Opinion [45]: “I would give part of my income if I were
certain that the money would be used to prevent environmental pollution.” (1 = strongly
disagree; 2 = disagree; 3 = agree; 4 = strongly agree).

Both items were combined in an additive index and proved sufficiently reliable
(rho =0.47; p < 0.001). We performed a principal component analysis and used a fac-
tor score of both items in multivariate analyses. Factor score values were recoded into
deciles (1 = lowest decile; 10 = highest decile), which were used as our ordinal outcome
variable, with higher values indicating higher pro-environmental attitudes.

4.2.2. Educational Predictor Variables

Five educational predictors were examined. Current educational status was a di-
chotomized answer of the predominant respondent’s activity (0 = not in education; 1 = in
education). All students’ current educational stage was also tapped (1 = primary school;
2 = secondary school; 3 = tertiary school). Among secondary school students, the edu-
cational track was measured (1 = vocational; 2 = professional; 3 = general). Finally, the
mother’s and father’s educational level was tapped with a question on parental education;
original values were recoded into three categories (1 = primary school or less; 2 = some
secondary education; 3 = some higher education).

4.2.3. Control Variables

Based on the literature on determinants of environmental attitudes and educational
outcomes, we included several control variables in our multivariate models: gender
(1 = male; 2 = female), age (in years), size of residential settlement (1 = less than 1000 inhab-
itants; 2 = 1000-10,000 inhabitants; 3 = 10,000-100,000 inhabitants; 4 = more than 100,000 in-
habitants), family structure (1 = both parents; 2 = a single parent family; 3 = reorganized
family), partner status (1 = living with a partner; 2 = partner, but not living together;
3 = single), children status (1 = no; 2 = yes) and ethnic status (1 = Slovenian; 2 = other). In
addition, the respondent’s economic status was tapped with questions on self-assessed fam-
ily material status (0 = lowest material status; 10 = highest material status) and respondent’s
monthly income (1 = lowest quintile; 5 = highest quintile).

4.3. Plan of Analysis

We first present descriptive analyses of two environmental attitude items. We then
calculated bivariate associations between five educational predictors and the additive
outcome variable. Lastly, we performed ordinal regression analyses on the outcome
variable, controlling for confounding factors.
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5. Results
5.1. Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 shows the prevalence of environmental attitudes of Slovenian youth. More
than nine out of ten respondents say caring for nature and looking after the environment is
important to them (among them, 61.1% rate it as “very important” and 32.5% as “somewhat
important”). As to preparedness to give a part of one’s income to be used to prevent
environmental pollution, 24.7% “strongly agree” that they would give part of their income
if they were certain that the money would be used to prevent environmental pollution,
and 43.4% “agree” with the statement. Only 11% would not give a part of their income
for the stated cause. descriptive analyses indicate that environmental attitudes are highly
prevalent among Slovenian youth.

Table 1. Descriptive analysis of environmental attitudes among Slovenian youth. Source: Kirbis et al. [46].

Would Give Part of My Income

Importance of Caring If I Were Certain that the
for Nature and Looking Money Would Be Used to
after the Environment Prevent Environmental
Pollution
Not important at all 1.1% Strongly disagree 4.4%

Not important 4.4% Disagree 6.6%
Somewhat 32.5% Neither 20.9%
important

Very important 62.1% Agree 43.4%

Strongly agree 24.7%

5.2. Bivariate Associations

Figures 1 and 2 show differences in environmental attitudes among Slovenian youth by
educational variables. Figure 1 shows that current educational status does not significantly
impact the attitude toward the importance of nature. Those currently in education are more
likely to (strongly) agree that they would donate their income to the environment (Figure 2),
but differences in educational status are not significant (p > 0.05). The educational stage is
not significantly associated with the assessed importance of nature (Figure 1). However,
it is significantly associated with donating income (Figure 2), with respondents currently
in the tertiary educational stage most likely to donate their income and those in primary
school least likely. We note that the effect of age and personal income may play an especially
important role in explaining these differences (for this reason, we control for these and
other confounders in multivariate analyses). The educational track is the only educational
predictor that is significantly linked with both environmental outcomes. We see that
students in gymnasiums (general track) are more likely to express high importance of
nature (65%) compared to professional and vocational school students (55%) (Figure 1).
Differences in donating income are even more pronounced, with 74% of gymnasium
students saying they are likely to donate their income but only 51% of vocational education
students. Among those in a 4-year professional education, 62% would donate their income.

Turning to both parental education variables, we see that only one is significant out
of four possible associations; those with the highest educated mothers are most likely to
donate their income to the environment (Figure 2), while the lowest likelihood is among
those with mothers with 4-years secondary school education (p < 0.05).

5.3. Multivariate Analyses

Table 2 shows ordinal regression analyses of the impact of examined educational
variables on environmental attitudes score, controlling for sociodemographic and economic
variables. Each educational predictor was included in separate models, with all Model 1
excluding parental education and Model 2 including it.
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Nature "very" important

In education NN  62%
Not in education NN 63%

Educatio
nal
status

Tertiary school NG 65%
Secondary school NN 61%

Educational
stage

Primary school I 63%
Gymnasium I  65%
4-year secondary education I 55%

Educational
track* 0.01

Vocational or less I 55%
Tertiary education I 63%
4-years secondary education I 61%

Mother's
education

Vocational or less I 63%
Tertiary education NN 63%
4-years secondary education NN 62%

Father's
education

Vocational or less I  59%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Figure 1. Bivariate correlations between environmental attitude (importance of nature) and educa-
tional variables. Note: * p < 0.05. Source: Kirbis et al. [46].
(Strongly) agree to donating money

In education NN  69%
Not in education NI 62%

Educatio
a
status

Tertiary school NN 75%
Secondary school NN 68%

Educational
stage* 0.05

Primary school I  65%

© Gymnasium I 74%
*

°x d

§ ;—’cé =} 4-year secondary education NN 62%

5 <« O

S - Vocational or less I 51%

w % Tertiary education I 72%
- g

[T ST,

< § ©  4-years secondary education I 65%

o 5

2 ° Vocational or less I | 69%

Tertiary education I 72%
4-years secondary education NN 67%

Father's
education

Vocational or less I  64%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Figure 2. Bivariate correlations between environmental attitude (donating income) and educational
variables. Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Source: Kirbi$ et al. [46].
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Table 2. Ordinal regression model (parameter estimates) predicting environmental attitudes among

the Slovenian youth. Source: Kirbis et al. [46].

Model 1A Model 2A Model 1B Model 2B Model 1C Model 2C
Educational status ! Not in education —0.336 —0.316 / / / /
Educational stage 2 Primary school / —0.316 —0.305 / /
Secondary school / / —0.268 —0.288 / /
Educational track 3 Vocational or less / / / —0.685 *** —0.611 **
4-year secondary _ - _ -
education / / / / 0.505 0.445
i\:\‘;g‘fr seducational  yo onal or less / 0.096 / 0.094 / 0.074
4-year secondary _ . _
education / 0.126 / 0.172 / 0.098
feavt;ef seducational g yonal o less / —0.474 % / —0.468 ** / —0341
4-year secondary / ~0.0219 / 0151 / —0.143
education
Explained variance 36 46 3.0 40 56 6.0

(Nagelkerke) (%)

Notes: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; Reference categories: 1 In education; 2 Tertiary education; 3 General education
(Gymnasium); # Tertiary education. All models were adjusted for all confounding variables, except for two
variables excluded from Models 1C and 2C (partner status and children status), as the model included primary
school children who were not asked these two questions. Models 2A, 2B and 2C controlled for mothers” and
fathers’ education. Model A included a full sample, Model B included youth in education, and Model C included
secondary school students.

Results indicate that only one of the three youngsters” educational variables was a
significant predictor; we detected significant differences in environmental attitudes between
educational tracks of secondary school students. In line with bivariate analyses, secondary
school students from gymnasiums expressed environmental attitudes to a higher degree
than professional and vocational track students (Model 1C and 2C).

As for parental education, the mother’s education proved non-significant in all three
models (2A, 2B and 2C). Father’s education, on the other hand, proved significant in
Model A (educational status of a full sample) and Model B (educational stage of youth
in education), but not Model C (educational track of secondary school students). The
impact of two educational predictors (educational status and educational stage) remained
non-significant in Models A and B. In contrast, the differences between educational tracks
among secondary school students only marginally decreased with the inclusion of parental
education, which was non-significant. Our findings indicate significant between-track
differences in environmental attitudes among secondary school students and that the
father’s (but not the mother’s) education increases pro-environmental attitudes among
Slovenian youth.

6. Discussion

The present study examined the prevalence and determinants of environmental atti-
tudes among Slovenian youth in 2020, just before the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Among examined determinants, we focused on young people’s and their parents” edu-
cational characteristics. We analysed the link between environmental attitudes and five
educational characteristics while controlling for demographic and economic variables.

We found that the majority of Slovenian youth showed high levels of environmental
attitudes, with 62.1% stating that caring for nature and looking after the environment
is very important, and 68.1% of youth (strongly) agreed to give a part of their income
if they were certain that the money would be used to prevent environmental pollution.
The high prevalence of pro-environmental attitudes in our study is mainly in line with
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earlier studies of Slovenian youth. However, earlier studies have detected somewhat less
prevalent environmental attitudes [37,38].

As for educational determinants of youth’s environmental attitudes, we found that
only the educational track of secondary school students proved to significantly impact
attitudes. At the same time, other examined personal educational predictors had no impact
on multivariate analyses. Previous studies of Slovenian youth have not examined the role
of educational characteristics in environmental attitudes. Our findings on the importance
of paternal education align with previous studies in other countries, which showed that
parents’ education positively impacts offspring’s environmental engagement [23-25,28].
Our findings on maternal education (but not paternal education) are also in line with a
study of US young adults and cross-national studies, which found no impact of parental
education on offspring’s environmental engagement [32,33]. A study of Lebanese youth
similarly found that only the father’s educational level plays a significant role in the
offspring’s environmental knowledge, which was explained by the country’s context of
“a relatively male-dominated Middle Eastern Lebanese culture” [27] (p. 31). Slovenia,
however, ranks high on the gender equality index [47]. Our findings suggest that the role
of parental educational level may be country- or culture-dependent and that maternal and
paternal educational levels should be examined separately in future studies, e.g., [34] in
order to identify potential mechanisms that may explain the moderating role of parental
gender for youth’s environmental attitudes.

In addition, we found no differences in environmental attitudes according to educa-
tional status (in education vs. not in education) and educational stage, which is not in
line with scant research from other countries, e.g., [30,36]. One of the explanations for the
lack of significant impact of the educational stage and educational status in the present
study could be the characteristics of the Slovenian education system and its educational
workers. For example, one of the recent studies indicated relatively high environmental
awareness, knowledge and attitudes of teachers across Slovenian educational institutions.
Research in Slovenia [48] and in other countries as well, for example, Spain [49], show that
future primary education teachers (trainee teachers) have high levels of environmental
concerns. Future Slovenian teachers see the protection and preservation of the environ-
ment as (very) important, although their environmental behaviour is fairly average [48].
Not surprisingly, teachers who have more pro-environmental attitudes also report more
pro-environmental behaviours. More importantly, Slovenian trainee teachers believe that
teachers’ opinions about the environment influence the students” environmental attitudes,
which may motivate teachers to include environmental and sustainability topics in their
classes. Considering high environmental attitudes among teachers, it might be that they;,
regardless of the educational stage they teach at, provide many educational tasks and
encouraging contexts that engage students in discussions about nature, climate change,
sustainability and other environmental topics. Teachers’ in-class environmental engage-
ment could translate into students” environmental attitudes across educational stages.
Cross-national data on youth environmental attitudes align with this explanation, as it
has been shown that Slovenian students are above the OECD average on awareness of
fundamental environmental issues, a sense of responsibility and some forms of climate
change knowledge [50,51].

In addition, there might be a more general equalization effect over and above the
teachers’ effect, whereby the educational process provides basic environmental information,
knowledge, competencies and behavioural encouragement across educational stages. Some
studies in Slovenia have previously indicated a similar lack of educational effect on various
outcomes. For example, the educational level does not affect the Slovenian public’s vaccine
attitudes, unlike most studies in other countries [52], nor does parental education impact
youth’s healthy lifestyles, e.g., [53]. Such lack of educational effect could be explained by
recent trends in postmodern societies whereby expansion of tertiary education decreased its
social status, producing less education-related inequalities of outcomes. At the same time,
other forms of cultural capital may function as stronger markers of distinction [54]. For
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example, Boeve-de Pauw and Van Petegem [33] found that education, an institutionalized
form of cultural capital [55], did not impact young people’s environmental attitudes.
However, other forms of cultural capital, e.g., objectified cultural capital in the form of
educational resources, such as access to books, the Internet, and work of art such as painting,
increased youth’s environmental attitudes [33].

Previously reported above-average environmental attitudes of Slovenian students
could also partly explain the lack of effect of educational stage and educational status.
The primary school curriculum in Slovenia emphasises environmental topics [56], which
may result in comparatively similar levels of environmental attitudes among educational
stages (primary, secondary and tertiary stage). In addition, once young people leave the
educational process (most frequently after completing secondary or tertiary education), it
may not harm their environmental engagement (as evidenced by our findings of no signifi-
cant effect of educational status) since students primarily gain their basic environmental
knowledge and awareness during their formal education.

However, our study detected significant differences in environmental attitudes be-
tween the three secondary educational tracks. A study in Poland found differences between
secondary school tracks, although students were also of different ages, which could con-
tribute to between-track differences, e.g., [36]. Our results are not in line with a study by
Coertjens and colleagues [35], who found higher environmental attitudes among Flanders’
vocational track students. In the present study, the vocational group had the lowest scores
on environmental attitudes. Our findings suggest that differences between secondary
school track curricula may explain some of the between-track differences in environmental
attitudes, although these may depend on the national context, including the characteristics
of an educational system. In Slovenia, the curriculum in general secondary educational
tracks (gymnasiums) includes more weekly and yearly hours of biology (including ecol-
ogy), geography and other subjects involving nature, climate and environment, while in
vocational and professional track curricula, several individual subjects are joint into a single
subject. At the same time, students also have fewer weekly hours in these subjects [57-59].
Our findings suggest educators may want to revise vocational and professional secondary
school syllabuses to include environmental and sustainability topics to a larger extent.
Future studies of Slovenian students should also empirically examine the link between
curricular content and students’ environmental engagement.

Between-track differences detected among secondary school students may also be due
to secondary school teachers having a greater (and more diverse) impact on environmental
attitudes than tertiary education professors (compared to secondary school teachers). How-
ever, future studies should test this assumption. In addition, it would be helpful to examine
the environmental attitudes of teachers in a cross-national comparative perspective to un-
derstand better how national and institutional contexts may shape teachers’ environmental
attitudes, as our findings may not be generalizable to other contexts due to idiosyncrasies
of Slovenian culture, history and demographic structure.

However, it remains largely unclear why differences in environmental attitudes among
secondary school students in different educational tracks exist. While environmental at-
titudinal differences may have to do with differences in school curricula and methods of
teaching in different educational tracks, they may also have to do with self-selection, i.e.,
with some unobserved characteristics of young people, their parents, families or wider
social environment that makes the young individuals more likely to enrol in general track
(compared to professional or vocational track) and also more likely to hold environmental
attitudes. Panel data tracking children and adolescents into young adulthood, measuring
potential explanatory characteristics (e.g., including aspects of parental social status, parent-
ing styles, parents’” environmental socialization, youth’s values, attitudes and educational
aspirations, and also their peer group characteristics), would be helpful in future studies.

Our study has several limitations that need to be addressed. First, despite including
groups of young people from various demographic, educational and economic back-
grounds, the sample was not representative of Slovenian young people due to self-selection,
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although this is a standard issue of online surveys. Future studies should employ repre-
sentative samples in order to replicate our findings. Second, causality cannot be inferred
from our cross-sectional data. Although we controlled for several confounders, the list was
limited to demographic and economic variables. For example, a range of factors that may
impact youth’s environmental attitudes were not examined or controlled for, including
peer influence, media exposure, and awareness of climate change. Future studies should
investigate these aspects.

The third caveat of the present study is that we examined only two indicators of
environmental attitudes and combined them into a single index in multivariate analysis.
Therefore, researchers should also focus on other environmental attitudes. They should
also examine environmental behaviour, e.g., walking, bicycle use or public transport
use, recycling behaviour, electricity conservation, low car and plane mobility, low meat
consumption and other high-impact environmental and sustainable behaviour.

Researchers must also examine why certain demographic and economic factors play a
role in environmental attitudes, i.e., the mediating mechanisms at work. Scholars should
also examine whether educational characteristics (e.g., educational track) moderate the
impact of sociodemographic and economic predictors on environmental attitudes. Studies
are also needed on whether the environmental attitudes of Slovenian youth are associated
with their environmental behaviour and the strength of this association. Environmental
attitudes are essential insofar as they impact environmental behaviour and behaviour
changes, which then, on a mass population scale, can have a positive outcome for sustain-
able development and climate change mitigation. Finally, research is needed on whether
various educational characteristics impact those environmental behaviours that have the
most substantial impact on environmental damage, as recent studies of adults suggest
that educational level has no significant impact on the most critical, high emission-related
behaviour that includes housing, mobility and dietary patterns [60].

7. Implications

One of the implications of our study is that educational interventions aimed at in-
creasing the environmental attitudes of Slovenian youth may be particularly warranted in
secondary schools, where students hold significantly different environmental attitudes. In-
creasing environmental curricular topics in vocational and professional secondary schools
might help increase students” environmental awareness and behaviour. Although inter-
ventions should be tailored to the knowledge and skills of secondary school students,
there is evidence that educational interventions for environmental competencies may be
effective regardless of the educational track [61]. Similar curricular content could therefore
be used across secondary tracks, as the aim should not only be to decrease between-track
differences but also to increase environmental attitudes across tracks, including among
gymnasium students, as they will also most likely end up with high educational levels
and decision-making positions in the future. Second, interventions should also target
youth with less educated fathers, as their offspring hold pro-environmental attitudes the
least. This, again, implies targeting vocational school students, as their parents tend to
be positioned lower on the socioeconomic ladder. Third, as secondary and tertiary school
students show similar levels of pro-environmental attitudes to primary school students,
it may be useful to include more complex environmental content in curricula in higher
educational stages.

8. Conclusions

Consistent with previous studies, our findings show that most young people hold pro-
environmental attitudes, which could also primarily result from their formal educational
inclusion, which seems environmentally oriented across educational stages. However, only
some educational characteristics affect Slovenian youth’s environmental attitudes. Teachers
should therefore continue including environmental education activities, such as field trips,
workshops or home assignments, thereby enhancing the intergenerational transmission
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of environmental attitudes, values and practices. This could also help foster a sense of
environmental responsibility and stewardship among families and communities. However,
more research is needed to examine the long-term effects of educational characteristics
and environmental education on young people’s environmental outcomes, as well as
the determinants that may facilitate or hinder the effectiveness of such interventions.
Environmental education remains a crucial strategy for creating a more sustainable society
and addressing the global challenges of environmental issues and climate change.
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