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Abstract: Currently, the Eco-Schools program plays a key role in the application of the concepts of
environmental education and management in the daily life of schools. This program is considered the
largest environmental education program for schools of different levels in the world and continues to
grow with the constant and ambitious mission to improve literacy and change environmental behav-
iors, particularly among the youngest who are now students, but will be the future decision-makers,
politicians, managers, teachers, and parents. Thus, it is essential to involve this younger generation
in the construction not only of a school, but also of a more sustainable community. This research
study presents a set of reflections on the main guidelines of the Eco-Schools program, focusing on
its methodology and areas of activity. It also analyzes the reality in Portugal, a country where the
Eco-Schools program has been developed since 1996 by the European Blue Flag Association (ABAE),
an association that works in the three components of sustainability (environmental, economic, and
social), reinforcing the importance of educating and involving all the individuals of the community in
joint actions for a more sustainable society. The case study consists of a Portuguese Higher Education
Institution (HEI) awarded the Green Flag since the year it enrolled in the program, 2018/19. A
description, analysis, and reflections are made on some of the main measures implemented in the last
academic year within the scope of the Eco-Schools program, noting that, despite some implementation
difficulties, the program was successfully developed, involving the participation of students, teachers,
staff, and outside school community members, thus contributing to a more sustainable society.

Keywords: eco-schools program; higher education institutions; environmental protection; sustainability;
Portugal

1. Introduction

Since the second half of the last century, environmental problems began to generate a
deep concern worldwide, not only among ordinary citizens but also among policy makers.
The harmful effects of human'’s irresponsible and inconsequential actions, namely air, water
and soil pollution, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, deforestation, and the persistent use of
natural and non-renewable resources, are increasingly evident, affecting ecological systems
and human health in a profound manner (UNEP 2015; Ye et al. 2020; IPCC 2021). Faced
with this increasingly unsustainable humanity’s environmental footprint, governments,
organizations, and civil society must act now and adopt effective measures to mitigate
environmental problems and promote a sustainable development (UN 2022).

Regarding specifically Portugal, a country that lies along the Atlantic coast of the
Iberian Peninsula in southwestern Europe, it had a late awakening to environmental prob-
lems. After 48 years of dictatorship, Portugal reached the 1970s with very low levels
of education and a considerable socioeconomic backwardness compared to other Euro-
pean countries (Carvalho et al. 2014). With the 1974 revolution, and particularly with the
accession to the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986, Portugal began to pay
more attention to environmental issues, becoming more proactive regarding environmental
protection. In fact, becoming an EEC member brought to Portugal not only financial re-
sources and a legislative framework on environmental protection, but also the obligation to
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improve its environmental quality indicators (Valente and Ferreira 2014). More recently, in
2016, reinforcing its commitment to protecting the environment, Portugal ratified the Paris
Climate Agreement, which sets the objective of limiting the global average temperature
increase to well below 2 degrees (°) Celsius (C) above pre-industrial levels and to pursue
efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5 °C, recognizing that this will significantly
reduce the risks and impacts of climate change (UN 2015).

The pursuit of these environmental goals requires greater investment in different
areas, particularly in the population’s environmental education, a key tool to increase
individuals” pro-environmental knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, awareness, and be-
haviors (Zsdka et al. 2013; Varela-Candamio et al. 2018; Esteban Ibanez et al. 2020). An
efficient education that promotes sustainable development aims to empower and equip
current and future generations to meet their needs using a balanced and integrated ap-
proach to the economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development
(Leicht et al. 2018). In this context, schools play a key role, having the duty and respon-
sibility to ensure training for today’s students and tomorrow’s leaders, decision-makers,
intellectuals, employers, and parents, allowing them to meet the objectives of sustainable
development (Bozoglu et al. 2016; Fuertes-Camacho et al. 2019, 2021). Students are im-
portant agents of change, capable of multiplying knowledge and action, essential skills
for the reversal of the current state of environmental degradation (Stevenson et al. 2017;
Andersen 2018; Kuthe et al. 2019). In addition, teachers are also essential elements, not
only as knowledge promoters but also as credible role models who demonstrate actions to
protect the environment (Schelly et al. 2012). Aware of all these factors, the Foundation for
Environmental Education created the Eco-Schools program in 1992, ensuring schools to
develop a whole-school approach to environmental education. Today, after all these years,
the program’s greatest achievement is arguably the fact that it produces generation after
generation of sustainably minded, environmentally conscious people. These individuals
will carry the behavioral patterns they uptake under the auspices of Eco-Schools with them
through life, in turn teaching the next generation the habits to make a difference (FEE 2022).

This research aims to reflect and analyze the efficiency of the Eco-Schools program as
a promoter of sustainable schools. To this end, a specific case study of a Portuguese higher
education institution (HEI) is analyzed which provides undergraduate, postgraduate, and
master’s degrees in the area of management, accounting, and administration. Although, in
recent decades, there has been an increasing recognition of the importance of schools and
environmental education to promote more environmentally friendly behaviors, scientific
studies in this area and, in particular, on the Eco-Schools program in a Portuguese HEI, are
still very scarce. With this research study; it is intended to fill this research gap by carrying
out a case study of a Portuguese higher education Eco-School. This paper is organized
as follows. After an introduction to the research subject, the second section presents a
detailed description of the Eco-Schools program. Then, the research proceeds with the
characterization of the reality of the Eco-Schools program in Portugal. The analysis of a
case study follows: a Portuguese HEI awarded with a Green Flag since 2018. The following
section is devoted to a discussion of some key issues, and, finally, the paper ends with the
main conclusions.

2. Eco-Schools Program
2.1. Sustainable Development

The concept of sustainable development is a very broad concept, for which there are
different interpretations and definitions, depending on the authors” approaches. The notion
of sustainable development as the promotion of social welfare, economic prosperity, and
environmental protection, arose with the first signs of the ecological crisis in the 1960s and
1970s (Schmidt and Guerra 2018). Different organizations participated in the sedimentation
and divulgation of this concept, but the one that stands out the most with a very proactive
role is the United Nations (UN), founded in 1945, being responsible for the organization of
numerous conferences, actions, and publications on sustainable development (Klarin 2018).
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In 1987, the concept of sustainable development gains international relevance with the
publication “Our Common Future”, also known as the “Brundtland Report” (WCED 1987).
This report focused primarily on the human needs in securing a global equity for future
generations by redistributing resources towards poorer nations to encourage their economic
growth in order to enable all human beings to achieve their basic needs. It also expressed
the belief that social equity, economic growth, and environmental maintenance are simul-
taneously possible, thus highlighting the three fundamental components of sustainable
development: environment, economy, and society (Pisani 2006).

Later on, in 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED), also known as the Earth Summit, was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. This con-
ference contributed to a deeper consolidation of the concept of sustainable development,
materialized in 40 chapters of its final report named Agenda 21, which highlights the impor-
tance of each country committing to reflect on how governments, companies, organizations,
and all sectors of society can cooperate in a global partnership in the study of solutions to
achieve a sustainable development, a development that meets human needs, current and
future, and respects the environment. In chapter 36 of Agenda 21, “Promoting Education,
Public Awareness and Training”, the role of education in achieving environmental aware-
ness and development in all sectors of society is particularly emphasized (UNCED 1992;
CNUMAD 1997).

As a response to the Earth Summit’s call upon environmental education and youth-led
environmental protection and sustainable development, the Eco-Schools program was
created. Building upon a Danish initiative piloted in 1992, the Eco-Schools program was
launched by the Foundation for Environmental Education (FEE) in 1994 and, since then,
the Eco-Schools concept has been engaging young people in taking positive actions that
transform their lives (EU 2018).

The Eco-Schools program is an ideal way for schools to embark on a meaningful
path towards improving the environment in both the school and the local community
while at the same time having a life-long positive impact on the lives of young people,
their families, school staff, and local authorities. By developing competences in education
for sustainability, it is expected that the participating students improve their individual
competences to protect the environment (Fuertes-Camacho et al. 2019, 2021). From its
modest beginnings in a few European countries—Denmark, Germany, Greece, and United
Kingdom—the program has expanded considerably in the last 3 decades of existence, repre-
senting today the largest international network of students and teachers, being responsible
of an effective change in 59,000 schools across 74 countries worldwide (FEE 2022). The Eco-
Schools program offers a flexible approach to implementing environmental management
and learning systems, always placing students at the center of change. These, however,
are expected to remain constantly connected with others, namely with teachers, family,
and other community members, being responsible for disseminating their knowledge and
promoting pro-environmental behaviors in key areas, namely water, waste, energy, litter,
transport, and healthy living (EU 2018).

2.2. Seven-Step Methodology

The Eco-Schools Seven-Step methodology is a set of measures to help schools maximize
the success of their environmental goals: (i) form an eco-committee; (ii) carry out an
environmental review; (iii) make an action plan; (iv) monitor and evaluate; (v) link to the
curriculum; (vi) inform and involve; (vii) produce an eco-code. This methodology involves
a great diversity of individuals from the school community, but the main role belongs to
the students. In Table 1, a summary description of each step is presented.
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Table 1.

Seven-Step Methodology on the Eco-Schools Programme.

Steps

Characterization and Goals

1: Form an Eco-Committee

-It is the driving force behind the Eco-Schools process and represents the ideas of
the school;
-It ensures that the entire school knows about Eco-Schools;
-It may be composed of: students/teachers/ staff/parents/wider community;
-It meets regularly to discuss environmental and social actions for the school.

2: Carry out a Sustainability Audit

-It helps the school to identify its current environmental and social impact and
highlights the good, the bad, and the ugly;
- It is essential that as many pupils as possible participate in this process;
-The results of the Sustainability Audit inform the Action Plan.

3: Action Plan

- It is the core of the Eco-Schools” work and should be developed using the results
of the Sustainability Audit;
-It uses the Sustainability Audit to identify the priority areas (preferably up to
three) in the school;
-It is expected to resolve/improve identified problems.
-It should be SMART: Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Timely.

4: Monitor & Evaluate

-To find out if the school is successfully achieving the targets set out in its Action
Plan, it is essential to monitor and measure the progress;

-Pupils should be given the responsibility for carrying out monitoring activities;
-Results of monitoring should be regularly updated and displayed for the whole
school to see;

-Evaluation of the activities” success follows on from monitoring.

5: Curriculum Work

-Linking Eco-Schools activities to the curriculum ensures that Eco-Schools are truly
integrated within the school community;
-It can be done, either directly through specific classes or innovative teaching;
-Pupils should understand how real-life environmental and social issues are
handled in a real-life context.

6: Inform & Involve

-Actions should not be confined to the school: for example, pupils should take
home ideas to put into practice;
-It is essential that the school is involved in, and the wider community aware of,
the schools” Eco-Schools program;
- It may be done through: assemblies, notice boards, websites, plays, letters to
businesses and corporations, local and national press, radio and television, etc.

7: Produce an Eco-Code

-It is a statement that represents the school’s commitment to sustainability;
-It should be memorable and familiar to everyone in the school;
-It should list the main objectives of the Action Plan;
-Its content should be reviewed on a regular basis to ensure that it continues to
reflect the school’s ecological aims and targets.

Source: (FEE 2022).

2.3. Work Themes

In addition to the Seven-Step methodology, it is important that each Eco-Schools
develop their annual actions in three of the following areas/themes presented in Table 2.

After implementing the program and achieving a high level of performance, schools
can apply for the Green Flag award, which symbolizes the recognition of the existence of a
committed work in the area of environmental education and education for sustainability,
following the Seven-Step methodology. In 2020, 19,799 schools achieved an Eco-Schools
Green Flag accreditation (Eco-Schools-UK 2022).
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Table 2. Themes/ Areas of Action on the Eco-Schools Programme.

Themes

Characterization and Goals

Biodiversity & Nature

-Examines the flora and fauna present in the school environment and suggests ways to increase the
levels of biodiversity around the school.

-Examines the impacts we have on the Climate through our lifestyles and how our actions can

Climate Change influence the situation in a positive way.
E -Suggests ways in which members of the school can work together to increase awareness of energy
nergy X . . .
issues and to improve energy efficiency in the school.
Food -Encourages pupils and the community to take responsible food-related choices that protect the
environment, promote human rights, and improve the wellbeing.
-Examines what our rights and responsibilities are on a National, European, and Global scale and
Global Citizenship encourages students and community to look at the impacts our consumption habits have on other
parts of the world.
Health & Wellbeing -Encourages schools to promote.the health and well'bemg of young people and community, and to
make environmental connections to health and safety.
Litter -Examines the impact of litter on the environment and explores practical means for reducing the

amount of litter produced by the school.

Marine & Coast

-Teaches students about local and/or global coastal and marine habitats, how people are affecting
these habitats, and what we can do to protect them.

-Encourages schools to introduce students to the natural environment in a practical way by offering a

School Grounds suitable outdoor education facility that can complement classroom activities.
Transport -Suggests ways for pupils and community to work together to raise awareness of transport issues and
P come up with practical solutions.
Waste -Examines the impact of waste on the environment and explores actions to minimize the amount of
waste produced on a daily basis.
Water -Draws attention to the importance of water and raises awareness of how simple actions can

substantially reduce water use.

Source: (FEE 2022).

3. Eco-Schools in Portugal

As already mentioned, the Eco-Schools concept emerged in 1992 in response to the
guidelines enacted at the Earth Summit. In the following years, the Eco-Schools program
grew considerably, being adopted by an increasing number of countries. Portugal joined
the program in 1996 following the Second European Conference of Sustainable Cities and
Towns, held in Lisbon, Portugal, in October 1996, which attracted over 1000 participants
from 39 countries, representing more than two hundred local and regional authorities. This
conference resulted in the adoption of the Lisbon Action Plan, which identified a series of
mechanisms through which sustainable development can be best achieved, providing a
basic framework to support local and regional authorities in the struggle for sustainable
development. It is in this context that the Eco-Schools program was introduced in Portugal,
reaching 25 years of existence in 2021 (ABAE 2021; SECSCT 1996).

Coordinated by the European Blue Flag Association (ABAE), a non-profit organization
dedicated to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and to the management of
good environmental practices (ABAE 2020, 2022a, 2022b), the Eco-Schools program has
had very positive results in Portugal, as shown by the following statistics.

3.1. Municipalities Involved, Schools Enrolled, and Schools Awarded the Green Flag

The statistics provided by ABAE show that, from the academic year 1996/1997 to
2020/2021, the evolution of the Eco-Schools program was considerable, revealing that the
number of municipalities with Eco-Schools more than quadrupled, from 58 municipalities
in 1996/1997 to 245 in 2020/2021. Regarding the number of enrolled schools, it went from
124 in 1996 to 1825 schools in 2021. As for schools awarded the Green Flag, the number
of schools rose from 30 in 1996/1997 to 1620 schools with the Green Flag in 2020/2021.
Figure 1 presents the evolution of the numbers regarding the municipalities involved,
enrolled schools, and schools awarded the Green Flag from 1996/1997 to 2020/2021.
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Figure 1. Municipalities involved, schools enrolled, and schools awarded the Green Flag. Source:
(ABAE 2021, 2022a).

In Portugal, the first Green Flags were awarded in the academic year of 1996/1997.
Since then, a Green Flag award event is organized annually. The schools are awarded based
on the result of an annual assessment which always includes the Seven-Step methodology
and specific work themes. In the first year of 1996/97, the theme was waste, in 1997/98,
water, and in 1998/99, energy. Since 2000, the three themes became mandatory in all schools
applying to be Eco-Schools. In addition to the three themes, a different theme is introduced
each year. For instance, in 2020, as Lisbon was the European Green Capital 2020, the theme
in that year was “Sustainable Communities and Outdoor Space”. It is interesting to note
that 5 Portuguese schools have received 23 green flags, one per year since the launch of
the program. Since the first year, ABAE arranges two major events each year: a Green Flag
Award Day in September or October and teacher training sessions in January (FEE 2019).

3.2. District Implementation Rate: Schools Enrolled vs. Total Schools

In the academic year 2020/2021, of the 8853 schools in Portugal, 1825 were enrolled in
the Eco-Schools program, representing an implementation rate of 21%. In a total of 20 dis-
tricts, 10 have an implementation rate greater than or equal to 20%, with the autonomous
region of Madeira standing out with the highest implementation rate: 68% (ABAE 2021,
2022a, 2022b). Figure 2 presents these numbers.
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Figure 2. District implementation rate: schools enrolled vs. total schools. Source: (ABAE 2021, 2022a).
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3.3. Students Involved by Level of Education

In the academic year 2020/2021, around 821,225 students were involved in the Eco-
Schools program, with emphasis on the third cycle of students who represent 24% of the
total number of students. In the case of higher education students, these are only 90,865,
representing only 11% of the total number of students, as shown in Figure 3.

H  Others: B kindergarten:

22,367 (3%) 67,520 (8%)

Higher education:
90,865 (11%)

B Professional education:

56,813 (7%) 1st cicle:

144,735 (18%)

Secundary:
117,128 (14%)

2nd cicle:
126,634 (15%)

u 3rd cicle:
195,163 (24%)

Figure 3. Eco-Schools in numbers: students involved by level of education. Source: (ABAE 2021, 2022a).

3.4. Growth of Eco-Schools in Higher Education

It was only in the academic year 2006/2007 that the first HEI enrolled in the Eco-
Schools program appeared. Since then, this number has increased considerably, especially
since the 2018/2019 school year, rising to 53 schools in the 2020/2021 school year. As for
schools awarded the green flag, they went from 0 in 2006/2007 to 50 in 2020/2021, as
shown in the Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Eco-Schools in numbers: growth of Eco-Schools in Higher Education. Source: (ABAE
2021, 2022a).

4. Case Study: A Portuguese Eco-School in Higher Education

The present research study focuses on Coimbra Business School | ISCAC, a HEI in the
area of business, administration and accounting, located in the central region of Portugal
and which in the academic year 2020/21 had 2857 students, including undergraduate and
graduate. This school, with a total area of 12040 m?, including green spaces with 9030 m?, is
enrolled in the Eco-Schools program since the academic year of 2018/2019 and, since then,
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this school has been exemplary in the area of environmental education and in the various
actions developed within the scope of the Eco-Schools program, always being awarded the
Green Flag (ABAE 2022a).

Regarding the most recent academic year, 2020/2021, this school followed the Seven-
Step methodology, starting with forming an Eco-Committee, a key step considered the
driving force behind the Eco-School process, which represents the ideas of the whole
school. This committee was composed of 24 elements of the school: 15 students, 7 teachers,
2 non-teaching staff; and 3 elements external to the school: 1 representative of the Parish
Council, 1 publicist, and 1 head of the secondary school grouping. This committee met 4
times during 2022 in a hybrid regime: in person and online, due to the fact that Portugal is
still subject to temporary confinements due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

After the establishment of the school’s Eco-Committee, the Sustainability Audit was
carried out, the second stage that helps the Eco-School to identify its current environmental
and social impact, through a questionnaire in which the respondents (students, teachers,
and staff) answer a series of questions about their environmental behavior. The Table 3
shows the percentages of responses with the most sustainable option.

Table 3. Sustainability Audit responses on the Eco-Schools Programme.

Answers with the Percentage of Responses

Themes Most Sustainable Total of Answers with the Most Sustainable
Option Option
Energy 33 40 82.50%

Water 30 40 75%

Waste 37 53 69.81%
Food 45 65 69.23%
Outdoor spaces 22 35 62.65%

Source: (ABAE 2022c¢); data from Coimbra Business School | ISCAC 2021/22.

After analyzing the responses obtained in the Sustainability Audit, the Eco-Committee
developed the school’s Action Plan. Given the large number of items, Table 4 presents just
a selection of some of the measures of the Action Plan. It should also be noted that this
school selected 5 themes or areas of action, as it identified some environmental flaws to
improve in each of these areas: energy; water; waste; food; and outdoor spaces.

With the aim of evaluating the progress and success of the goals established in the
Action Plan, the “Monitoring Brigade” was created, which integrates the broader concept
“Green Brigade”, composed by elements, mainly students, selected by the Eco-Schools
Council. This “Brigade” was committed to carry out a set of different monitoring and
evaluation procedures, namely: regular recording of gas, electricity, and water consump-
tion; questionnaires to students to assess their perceptions and consumption of tobacco;
observation of healthy food offerings at the bar; observation and accounting of the waste
duly deposited in each of the bins (green, yellow, blue, and brown).

Regarding the water theme, for example, this “Monitoring Brigade” proposed to
evaluate, at the end of the 2021 /22 school year, the impacts of the measures developed
throughout the year by the Eco-Schools program, namely: divulgation of the quality of the
tap water in the city of Coimbra; offering a reusable bottle to each student; and installation
of drinking fountains in school corridors. To this end, a questionnaire was carried out
with several questions in order to measure and evaluate the success of these measures
developed. Figures 5-7 present the results for three specific questions.
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Table 4. Action Plan in the Eco-Schools Programme.

Themes Diagnosis Objectives Planned Actions
The lights in the
. Placement of presence
Energy school corridors are Save energy . .
always on sensors in corridors
Increase tap water
Lack of information consumption as an Offer 1 reusable bottle to
Water regarding the quality  alternative to bottled each student and install
of tap water water and reduce more drinking fountains
plastic consumption
Organic Wast‘e inthe  Separation, collection, Acquisition and installation
Waste school bar is not and recovery of of a brown bin
separated organic waste
Excessive o
consumption of soft Promote healthier Dlitlzlll;;ttlg; %ffﬂ}:;z ?;d
Food drinks and cakes, and  eating and offer these psocial ne tworEs with
few healthy food alternatives at the bar healthy recipes
options at the bar y recip
Considerable number  Raise awareness of sofijll)ﬁg’:xt\l/(;rrlkc;f ‘5 Z:;sir?no ¢
Outdoor Spaces of students who the harmful effects of &
smoke tobacco the harmful effects of

tobacco

Source: (ABAE 2022c¢); data from Coimbra Business School | ISCAC 2021 /22.

Do you consider that tap water in the

city of Coimbra is potable?

= Yes

= No

10%

I don’t know

Figure 5. Perception of tap water quality.

Do you ususally use the reusable water

botle offered by your school?

= Yes, always = Yes, sometimes

10%

Figure 6. Use of reusable water bottle.

No, never
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The existence of drinking fountains at
school led you to drink more tap
water?

= Yes = No

Figure 7. Impact of drinking fountains.

The following step refers to the curriculum work. Besides increasing the status of
the program, linking the Eco-School activities to the curriculum ensures that the Eco-
School is truly integrated within the community. As already mentioned, Coimbra Business
School I ISCAC is a HEI in the area of business, accounting and administration. Although
the degrees, postgraduates and masters, are in scientific areas with no obvious links with
the environment and sustainability, there are already several academic units of these
courses that have integrated themes related to the environment and sustainability in their
curricula, maintaining a close connection with the different activities promoted by the
Eco-Schools program.

The sixth step “inform and involve” is very important. In fact, the actions carried
out within the scope of the Eco-Schools program should not be limited only to the school
community (students, teachers, and staff), but to the entire surrounding community (family,
friends, neighbors, colleagues, etc.). As such, throughout the 2021/22 school year, the
school promoted several initiatives on environment and sustainability open to the entire
community, namely lectures, social media posts, art exhibitions, photography contests, and
used book exchanges. In fact, it is very important that students acquire knowledge and
adopt more sustainable behaviors, but even more important is its dissemination throughout
society, making it more environmentally friendly and sustainable.

The last step of the methodology consists of producing an Eco-Code, which is mainly a
statement that represents the school’s commitment to sustainability. In the case of Coimbra
Business School | ISCAC, this school defined 8 key statements: (i) “Save the environment,
don’t throw trash on the floor!”; (ii) “Preserve nature, preserve your future!”; (iii) “Plastic
is going around the World, let’s end plastic!”; (iv) “Let’s save water so Planet Earth doesn’t
dry up!”; (v) “Washing your hands is very important, but don’t leave the tap running all
the time!”; (vi) “Save energy! Say no to opened windows with the air conditioning on!”;
(vii) “Donate your old clothes to whoever needs them most!”; (viii) “Wear reusable masks,
the environment thanks you!”.

After successfully implementing the Seven-Step methodology, reaching a high level of
performance, Coimbra Business School I ISCAC applied and was awarded the Green Flag
award for the fourth year in a row (ABAE 2022c).

5. Discussion

The implementation of the Eco-Schools program in a HEI presents a series of strengths
and opportunities, but also threats and difficulties that, once identified, are expected
to be overcome in the near future. Regarding the implementation of the program at
Coimbra Business School | ISCAC, it allowed the development of the following strengths
and opportunities: (i) promote the development of different actions that contribute to a
more sustainable and environmentally friendly school; (ii) promote greater dissemination
of issues related to sustainability and the environment; (iii) bring together people from
different areas for the same goals; (iv) contribute to the goals of sustainable development;
(iv) contribute to a change in behavior, especially environmentally friendly behavior, at
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school; (v) raise awareness of the necessary changes in behavior outside of school; (vi) make
known the Eco-schools program and its contribution to a more sustainable school.

As for the threats and difficulties, the following can be highlighted: (i) continuation
of the pandemic and prophylactic isolation, which reduce participation; (ii) existence of
intention and good will on the part of students to protect the environment; however, they
are not reflected in daily actions due to lack of initiative and effective involvement in
actions; (iii) difficulties in motivating and involving students, given the optional nature
of their participation and the lack of a generalized and common policy for curricular
enhancement; (iv) difficulties in making schedules for carrying out activities compatible
due to the existence of many moments of traditional assessment (exams and intermediate
tests) that absorb students and leave little free time for other activities.

Despite these difficulties, the strengths of the Eco-Schools program in this Portuguese
HEI were considerable and recognized by the award of the Green Flag.

6. Conclusions

Embarking on the path of sustainable development demands a deep transformation
of how individuals think and act. To create a more sustainable world, individuals must
become sustainability change-makers, which requires the knowledge, skills, values, and
attitudes that empower them to contribute to a more sustainable development. In this
context, schools play a key role by promoting an education that aims to empower students
to take more informed decisions and responsible behaviors for environmental integrity
both for present and future generations (UNESCO 2017).

The Eco-Schools program, centered on active learning through practical action, offers
a flexible approach adapted to local realities. By providing resources and teaching ma-
terials adapted to local realities, and supporting teachers, the Eco-Schools program is an
important tool for schools to improve their infrastructure and education, while improving
the environment and promoting more sustainable behaviors both in school community and
the surrounding community. The case of Coimbra Business School | ISCAC, a Portuguese
HEI, is a successful case recognized with the Green Flag award. This school managed,
through the Eco-Schools program, to develop environmental protection initiatives, involv-
ing students who participated and changed their behavior in favor of the environmental
protection. With this case study, it is expected that other higher education schools will
follow this example in favor of a more sustainable society.
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