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Organisation Mondiale Pour l´Education 
Prescolaire (OMEP) is an organization 
which started in 1948 for professionals in 
the field of peace education, to meet the 
needs after the 2nd World War. In 2008 
when Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson was 
elected World President the focus was 
changed more towards education for a 
sustainable development (ESD) ς a field 
that had not formerly been on the agenda 
for early childhood. 

Following successful international 
workshops in this area, OMEP has adoped 
the topic of ESD as a main issue in its 
2010 World Congress ς ά/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ 
ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜŘ ǿƻǊƭŘέΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ come 
from all over the world to share their 
experiences of working in the area of 
Education for Sustainable Development in 
early childhood. We hope that this book 
will contribute to praŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
work with children in this important area. 

A lot of people have contributed to the 
production of the book. Ingrid Engdahl 
has written about a specific interview 
study with participants from 30 countries. 
Many preschools have also provided  
examples of their work, these incluide: In 
Sweden: Värmdö preschool, Stockholm; 
Lillgårdens preschool, Ale; Preschool 
Svalan, Skelleftå: In the UK: Ireland Wood 
/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊǊ aŀƴƻǊ tǊƛƳŀǊȅ 
School Leeds, and Glusburn Community 
Primary School, Keighley: In Australia 
Hallett Cove Preschool and the University 
ƻŦ aŜƭōƻǳǊƴŜΩǎ 9ŀǊƭȅ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ 
warrant a special mention.  

Eva Ärlemalm Hagsér has contributed 
with web-links. Anna-Karin Engberg has 
provided the illustrations while Lisbetth 
Söderberg has done the layout. The three 
of us: John Siraj Blatchford, Kimberly 

Caroline Smith and Ingrid Pramling 
Samuelsson, have written the text. 
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Introduction to Sustainable 

Development  

 

What is Sustainable 
Development? 

It is now widely recognised that humanity 
faces urgent problems affecting local, 
regional and global environments, and 
social and economic development. The 
9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ 
being consumed more rapidly than they 
are being replaced, and the effects of 
global warming upon ecological balance 
and bio-diversity are well known. Rising 
sea levels threaten millions in less 
developed nations. The implications in 
terms of migration, increasing poverty, 
the supply of food and upon human 
health and security are extremely serious. 
The goals of the UN Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development (2005-2014, 
DESD), are therefore to integrate the 
principles, values, and practices of 
sustainable development (SD) into all 
aspects of education and learning.  

Sustainable development was first 
defined in 1987 by the Bruntland World 
Commission on Environment and 
Development (WCED), which argued for a 
development strategy that:  

άΧmeets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their 
own needsέ ό²/95Σ мфутΣ ǇΦпоύΦ  

As Little and Green (2009) point out, 
citing Pearce (2007), more recent and 
complete definitions drawn from the 

1987 Commission report contain two 
additional key concepts. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ΨƴŜŜŘΩΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ 
ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƻƻǊΣ ǘƻ 
which overriding priority should be given, 
and;  

The idea of limitations imposed by the 
state of technology and social 
organisation on the ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ 
to meet present and future needs (WCED 
1987, p 43). 

Agenda 21 which was adopted by most of 
ǘƘŜΣ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ wƛƻ ŘŜ 
WŀƴŜƛǊƻ Ψ9ŀǊǘƘ {ǳƳƳƛǘΩ ό¦b/95Σ мффнύ 
ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 
ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘea that people in 
rich countries needed to change their 
consumption patterns if sustainable 
development was to be achieved.   
 
The work of Amartyn Sen has also been 
influential. Sen argued that the WCED 
όмфутύ ΨƴŜŜŘΩ ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ 
development was άƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎΣέ ōǳǘ 
άƛƴŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜέ ό{ŜƴΣ нлллΣ ǇΦ нύΦ IŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ 
ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ άŀƎŜƴǘǎ 
ǿƘƻ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ 
άǇŀǘƛŜƴǘǎέ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎŀǘŜǊŜŘ 
for (ibid, p. 2). His argument was that it 
was only by treating people as agents that 
ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ άǘƘƛƴƪΣ ŀǎǎŜǎǎΣ 
evaluate, resolve, inspire, agitate, and 

through these means, reshape the worldò 

(ibid, p. 1). Sen therefore redefined 

sustainable development as ñdevelopment 

that promotes the capabilities of present 



 
 

people without compromising capabilities 
of future generationsέ ό{Ŝƴ нлллΣ ǇΦ рύΦ 
{ŜƴΩǎ ΨŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ centered approach to 
sustainable development aims to 
άintegrate the idea of sustainability with 
the perspective of freedom, so that we see 
human beings not merely as creatures 
who have needs but primarily as people 
whose freedoms really matterέ όƛōƛŘΣ ǇΦсύΦ 

This perspective resonated strongly with 
the position taken by Schumacher (1999) 
where he argued: 

 ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻƻŘǎΤ 
it starts with people and their education, 
organization, and discipline. Without 
these three, all resources remain latent, 
ǳƴǘŀǇǇŜŘΣ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭέ (ibid, p. 139).  

Since the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (WSSD) convened in 
Johannesburg in 2002 it has therefore 
been widely recognised that education 
has a major role to play in the realisation 
of a; ΨǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƴƪǎ 
economic well-being with respect for 
cultural diversity, the Earth and its 
ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΩ (UNESCO 2007, p.6). There is 
also general agreement that education 
for sustainable development (ESD) has to 
be an integral part of quality Education 
for All (EFA) as defined in the 2000 Dakar 
Framework for Action.  

For most early childhood practitioners, 
parents and children the day to day 
activities most significantly influencing 
sustainable development are at the level 
of consumption. Sustainable consumption 
is therefore the most appropriate area to 
initially focus our attention in the early 
years.  If we are to support parents and 
children acting together to live more 
sustainable lives this initiative might 
therefore adopt a minor adaptation of 
the Bruntland definition so that: 

Sustainable Actions may be seen as 
"actions that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability 
to meet future needs or the ability of 
future generations to meet their own 
needs."  

The UN "Earth Summit" in Rio (1992) 
referred to social development, economic 
development, and environmental 
protection, as the three; "interdependent 
and mutually reinforcing pillars" of 
sustainable development. The challenge 
for early educators is therefore to 
develop educational systems, curriculum 
and pedagogic practices that promote 
sustainable actions with respect to each 
of these pillars.  

The Three ópillarsô of 
Sustainable Development 

Education for Sustainable Development 
provides a vision of education that seeks 
to balance human and economic well-
being with cultural traditions and respect 
for the environment. It is therefore 
important to recognise that sustainable 
developments are supported by these 
three pillars acting together, and that any 
practices and policies developed without 
taking each into account are likely to 
weaker and may even fail. From the 
perspective of sustainable development 
the most efficient or effective 
environmental, economic or social 
strategy may not be the most sustainable. 
For example, the choices that we make in 
any one area may need to be moderated 
by the other two. To take a concrete 
example, in an area of water shortage the 
most environmentally sophisticated, 
ΨǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘΩ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ Ǉƭŀƴǘ 
might not be practical especially if it 
required costly or highly skilled regular 
maintenance. In this case a more 
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ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ όŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƭŜǎǎ ΨƎǊŜŜƴΩ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 
'effective') technology capable of being 
supplied immediately and/or maintained 
by the local community might be more 
sustainable and save lives. A classic 
example of this is provided by the 
introduction of cloth filters to reduce 
contamination in the water supply1. In 
Bangladesh an old cotton sari is folded to 
make four or eight layers and then folded 
over a wide-mouthed container before 
collecting surface water. 

One of the implications of this for early 
childhood education is that we need to 
develop in young children a more critical 
appreciation of many of the most 
advanced products of science and 
technology. This suggests a significant 
shift in perspective from traditional 
approaches to these subjects which 
focused upon the uncritical celebration of 
achievements. 

In practice, education for sustainable 
development has the potential to 
integrate and build upon a number of 
established areas of curriculum 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ΨŦǳǘures 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ ΨŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΩΤ ΨǇŜŀŎŜ 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ ΨƳǳƭǘƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ ΨƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ 
ΨŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΤ ŀƴŘΤ ΨƳŜŘƛŀ 
ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΩΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ 
rationale for the further development of 
more recent curriculum initiatives such as 
those concerned with developing 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ όŀƭƻƴƎ 
with positive attitudes towards) 
sustainable credit and saving.  

                                                 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cloth_filter 

Why do we need Education 
for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) in the early years? 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (1989) affirms that all children have 
a right to education and Agenda 21, the 
action plan for sustainable development 
drawn up at the "Earth Summit" in Rio 
(1992) set as its first priority the 
promotion of basic primary education. 
But it is in early childhood that children 
often experience the greatest 
environmental challenges, and it is a time 
when the foundations of many of their 
fundamental attitudes and values are first 
put into place. We know from research 
and from experience that even very 
young children are capable of 
sophisticated thinking in relation to socio-
environmental issues and that the earlier 
ESD ideas are introduced the greater their 
impact and influence can be. 

In the UK in 2010 the public attention was 
drawn to the actions of a seven year old 
boy from West London.  

/ƘŀǊƭƛŜ {ƛƳǇǎƻƴΩǎ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ōƛŎȅŎƭŜ ǊƛŘŜ 

After watching on TV the devastating 
effects of the recent earthquake in Haiti 
Charlie Simpson said , άL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
some money to buy food, water and tents 
ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛƴ IŀƛǘƛΦέ Charlie decided 
that to do this he would cycle five miles 
(8km) around a park near his home to 



 
 

ǊŀƛǎŜ ŦǳƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ¦ƴƛŎŜŦΩǎ ŜŀǊǘƘǉǳŀƪŜ 
appeal.  He expected to raise £500 but 
media attention has resulted in him 
raising more than £210,000 so far2. 
/ƘŀǊƭƛŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ 
what can be achieved in both individual 
and community terms through a greater 
emphasis being taken on education for 
sustainable development in early 
childhood. 

In 2009 the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA, 2009) devoted special 
attention to the right of children to be 
ƘŜŀǊŘΣ ǊŜŀŦŦƛǊƳƛƴƎ άǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ 
principle of participation forms part of the 
framework for the interpretation and 
implementation of all other rights 
incorporated in the Convention on the 
wƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘέΦ ¢ƘŜ Deneral 
Assembly called upon States to assure 
that children were given the opportunity 
to be heard on all matters affecting them, 
without discrimination on any grounds, 
ōȅΤ άŀŘƻǇǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
implement regulations and arrangements 
that provide for, and encourage, as 
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ 
settings, including within the family, in 
ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέΦ 

It is in this context that the recent work 
that has been carried out by Göteborg 
University and Chalmers University of 
Technology, through the Joint Centre for 
Environment and Sustainability (GMV), 
might be considered particularly 
significant and timely. The GMV initiative 
began in 2004 with an international 
conference on Education for Sustainable 
Development held in Goteborg entitled 
Learning to change our world. 
Subsequent workshops led to the 

                                                 
2 http://www.justgiving.com/charliesimpson-haiti 

publication of a discussion paper in early 
childhood education3. 

The Goteborg 
Recommendations  

The recommendations (Davies et al, 2009) 
were grounded on notions that children 
are competent, active agents in their own 
lives and recognised that children are 
affected by, and both capable (and often 
required by circumstance), to engage with 
complex environmental and social issues. 
The recommendations steered away from 
romanticized notions of childhood as an 
arena of innocent play that positions all 
children as leading exclusively sheltered, 
safe and happy lives that remain 
untouched by the events around them. 
Eight foundational principles upon which 
ESD should be developed are suggested: 

 

ACCESS FOR ALL TO A PROCESS OF 
LIFELONG LEARNING 
It is imperative that Early Childhood 
Education is recognized as the starting 
point for lifelong learning within 
education for sustainability. There are still 
a large proportion of children who do not 
have access to education in the early 
years. Early childhood education offers a 
valuable starting point for early childhood 
education for sustainable development, 
and the highest priority is therefore to 
ensure access for all children to early 
childhood education. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3_http://www.327matters.org/sustainability/do

cs/gote_pub.pdf 
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GENDER 
Early childhood education is a highly 
gendered field. It is also a potential 
starting point for identifying, critically 
analysing and engaging with the 
important contributions that women 
from diverse contexts offer to educational 
practice broadly and to child 
development and ESD. It also offers the 
opportunity to critically engage with the 
roles of men within the field, especially in 
terms of their impact as role-models for 
young boys. 

 
LEARNING FOR CHANGE 
Early childhood education has strong 
traditions of curriculum integration, 
engagement with the lived environment 
and child participation, which align well 
with ESD. Early years ESD can readily build 
on these foundations and embrace the 
complexities of transformative learning. 

 
NETWORKS, ARENAS AND PARTNERSHIPS 

Good practice in early childhood 
education integrates indigenous 
knowledge, sustainable living practices, 
basic human rights and learning through 
experience. Such practices are already 
common in many community early 
childhood provisions. However, these 
practices remain largely unrecognised in 
these terms and they need to be 
documented and promoted. Children live 
different childhoods. There is a need not 
to romanticise, but to critically engage in 
the varied contextualised approaches, 
and to document and share successful 
practices. 
 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT TO 
STRENGTHEN ESD ACROSS ALL SECTORS 
Early childhood education provides the 
foundations for lifelong learning and 

there is an urgent need for capacity 
building within the practitioner 
community and among other members of 
society to form strong safety nets and 
communities for young children, including 
strengthening the capabilities of their 
primary caregivers in terms of  
sustainability. 

 
ESD IN THE EARLY YEARS CURRICULUM 
Early childhood education has a tradition 
of integrated curriculum approaches 
ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ 
even if this is not always fully enacted. 
Such approaches need to be more widely 
adopted into the formal curricula of 
schooling and into informal and non-
formal learning approaches. 

 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IN 
PRACTICE 
The principle that you should live as you 
teach is very important. Early childhood 
educational settings and services need to 
be places where sustainability is 
practiced. This means that all early 
childhood education settings should 
ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ΨŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘǎΩ 
and work towards reducing waste in 
energy, water and materials. They should 
aim to live out democratic and 
participatory social practices. They should 
ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǘŜŀŎƘΩ. 

 

RESEARCH 
As an emerging field of practice, early 
childhood education for sustainable 
development is seriously under-
researched. This must be remedied in 
order to build the field on an evidence-
base of critique, reflection and creativity. 

The recommendations also suggest 
specific action points for the development 
of national and international  policy. 



 
 

The specific contribution 
that can be made by early 
years settings 

One of the most striking examples of 
what can be achieved in recent years can 
be seen in a DVD produced by the 
University of Melbourne Early Learning 
Centre. The project was developed in 
response to the International Polar year 
2007-2008 and is entitled Antartica: The 
icy Land of Secrets and it is available to 
order along with supporting materials4. 

 

Another project that illustrates the 
potential of a whole centre initiative is 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
participation in designing a new preschool 
playground in Sweden. 

LillgåǊŘŜƴΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǿŀǎ ƻƭŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ 
preschool was to be built in an adjacent 
area to it. An architect was therefore 
called in to the preschool to get the 
children involved in designing their new 
out-door space. The aim was to make 
children agents and active participants in 
developing their own environment and to 
support the children (aged 4 and 5 years) 

                                                 
4_http://www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/eldi/elc/multimedia

/index.html 

in developing a greater awareness of the 
local surrounding.  

The architect made cards with signs for 
ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
existing play area (trees, slide, swings, 
sandpit etc.), and for activities in the 
preschool (eating, taking a rest, talking, 
Ǉƭŀȅ ŜǘŎύΣ ŀƴŘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
feelings (dangerous, secret, happy etc).  

 

 

Designing a new playground 

The children then took the pictures with 
signs and walked around in the out-door 
space in small groups, putting them 
where they thought they should be. The 
pictures showed what the children 
thought they did in each area. 
Afterwards, the architect and children 
walked around and looked at their 
choices and discussed with the children 
why they had located them where they 
had. They also talked about how signs 
could represent objects, activities and 
feelings. 

The next step was to introduce the 
children to a series of maps, which the 
architect had already made and the signs 
that children had located in different 
places were then added to these maps.  
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The children then began to make their 
own maps, and there were extended 
dialogues about where, what and with 
whom the children played in the different 
areas of the playground. They also 
discussed what else would be good to 
have in the different play areas. The 
children took photographs and made 
their own pictures of their favourite 
places. They also talked more about their 
existing playground and the site of their 
present preschool. They found some 
historical information about this and also 
some photos. This provided an 
opportunity for the children to make 
connections between the ΨƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿΩ 
and the pre-schools use by earlier 
generations. They worked on this as a 
theme for a while. The next step was to 
connect their planning it to the future. 
They produced their own maps, and 
began by measuring the size of the 
building of the new preschool, and when 
this was marked they knew what was left 
for out-door space. 

 

Measuring out the space 

Then came the imaginary phase, where 
the children could come up with their 
own ideas of what they wanted the 
playground to be like. They realised that 
there were different heights, and secret 

places they wanted to save, places where 
they could grew flowers and vegetable, 
where they could have construction work, 
barbeque etc. They askedΥ άLǎ there room 
for the old apple trees, or can we plant 
new onesΚέ ά άCan we grow tomatoes 
ǎƻƳŜǿƘŜǊŜΚέ ά/ŀƴ ǿŜ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ Ǉƻƴd 
where the birds can drink and we can 
ǇƭŀȅΚέ 

Phase four was where they began to 
apply all of their experiences and 
knowledge about the old area of the 
preschool, transferring it into new maps 
and new signs. Some of the old signs still 
worked, but they also had to invent new 
ones. They made a map with signs, and 
also a model with suggestions for the new 
playground. For the model they used 
cardboard, paper, cloths, paint, etc. The 
model construction of the new preschool 
playground was exhibited for parents and 
for the municipality who were responsible 
for the new building and playground 
facilities. Also the local newspaper came 
and took pictures and a debate started in 
the community about the role of children 
as active citizens.  Economics also become 
a question since the children themselves 
posed many of the questions about what 
they wanted in the new playgroundΦ άƛǘ 
depends on how much money one ƘŀǎΗέ 

 

Agreeing on a final design proposal 



 
 

While the Antarctic example provides an 
illustration of an activity that focuses 
most strongly on just one of the central 
pillars of sustainable development, the 
Playground example shows how they may 
be effectively integrated into a major 
project. There is an important 
observation to make at this point. 
Although for curriculum planning 
purposes it is important to audit our 
programmes to ensure we address all 
three of the pillars of sustainable 
development, we should recognise that in 
the early years, ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴeed to 
address all three in every activity that 
they do. Projects may legitimately be 
developed with children that focus on just 
one or two at a time. Certainly, as the 
children get older and more capable they 
will benefit from the experience of more 
sophisticated challenges involving ESD 
problem solving. But in the early years 
there are many foundational ideas and 
attitudes that deserve more focused 
attention. These include developing an 
awareness of interdependence, care for 
living things and for the environment, and 
attitudes associated with sustainable 
consumption and thrift . 

Parents and Practitioners in 
Partnership 

The ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ Ŏŀƴ 
make an important contribution to a 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 
development. A great deal of research 
evidence5 shows the fundamental 
importance of the early home learning 
ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  

An Early Learning Toy Appeal at Ireland 
²ƻƻŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ in England 
provides a good example of effective 

                                                 
5 E.g. Sylva et al, (2010)  

practice where the parents and children 
were encouraged to work together on a 
major project. As a team, the staff 
wanted to develop the environmental 
education curriculum and it was also felt 
important to develop projects that 
involved all three pillars of sustainability. 
The Centre serves a multiethnic 
community, and  many children come 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, so it 
was also felt  to be important to promote 
community and parent partnerships.  

From the outset, during free flow play, 
toys made from a variety of materials 
(wood, plastic, metal, fabric), and toys 
from around the world, and with different 
mechanisms were left for the children to 
explore. Many children selected wooden 
bricks to play with and enjoyed creating 
different structures that were 
incorporated into their imaginative socio- 
dramatic play.  

Other open ended resources including 
shells and pebbles, were popular with the 
children and supported lots of adult: child 
discussion about where they could be 
found. At one point a couple of the boys 
looked at the baby dolls, but dismissed 
these immediately as being Ψgirly toysΩ as 
they were pink. This began a discussion 
on stereotyping, and one three year old 
said he would play with the doll if it was 
blue.  

When looking at toys many children also 
showed an interest in how the wheels 
turned on the toy tractor and how the toy 
supermarket trolley moved. All of these 
experiences provided a fantastic 
opportunity for the children to begin to 
analyse, appreciate and evaluate the toys.  

¢ƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎ recorded 
these observations of the children playing 
with and exploring the toys and they 
planned for adult led sessions that 
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responded to, challenged and built upon 
the ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
one practitioner presented the pre-school 
children with a doll that she had been 
given from a child in India. The children 
were fascinated with how the doll looked 
so differently, ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ŘƻƭƭΩǎ that they 
played with.  This provoked lots of 
comparative and evaluative discussion 
between toys and the materials they 
were made from. Children were 
introduced to recycling and where 
materials came from. This led on to 
thinking about what happened to these 
toys when children had finished playing 
with them.  In particular It also led the 
children to question the toys that they 
had at home that they no longer played 
with. Could they pass any of their toys on 
ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ 
toys? What toys were no longer played 
with? One 4 year old said that she would 
like to pass on her old baby toys to babies 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘΦ   

The children decided that they wanted to 
give the toys they had at home that they 
no longer played with to children who 
were less fortunate.  

The staff and parents at the centre were 
in firm agreement that this project was a 
fantastic idea as toys were a theme that 
every child had experience of. They 
decided that they would set the centre up 
as a hub for collecting early learning toys. 
They would then send these toys off to 
children who were less advantaged. The 
staff also hoped that this would give 
children opportunities to learn more 
about recycling and in the process make 
an active contribution to helping others.  
They decided to support the early 
learning toy appeal by inviting parents, 
staff and children to become part of an 
ESD committee who would support 
making key decisions developing the 

project further. This also strengthened 
the partnership working between the 
parents and practitioners more generally.  

The declared aims developed for the 
project were to: 

  
- support children in making their own 

informed decisions and actions on 
the way they live.  

- find out how much the children 
understood and use this knowledge 
and their interests as a starting 
point.  

- bring the community and families 
together to become more involved 
in the life of the centre.   

- provide enhanced support for the 
parents and local community 

 
The staff got in touch with the local high 
school and asked if any students would 
like to design posters to advertise the 
appeal. These were then displayed these 
around the local area, to inform the local 
community and encourage them to get 
involved.  

 With the help of the OMEP a pre-school 
in Zambia was identified as one that 
would benefit from the early learning toys 
collected. A local charity named St 
±ƛƴŎŜƴǘΩǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
toy donations for their new community 
room in the town so some donations of 
toys were made to them.  

The highly motivated committee of 
parents, children and staff developed a 
set of criteria to evaluate each learning 
toy against. these criteria included: 
  

1.  Very strong early learning support 
potential.  

2. Not something likely to be available or 
have an equally valuable alternative 
available locally.  



 
 

3. A high educational value to shipping 
weight ratio.  

 
The use of these criteria ensured they 
only sent out the most appropriate early 
learning toys. It was also felt that this 
ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 
of choosing new toys and encouraged 
them to critically question the claims of 
toy manufacturers that were presented 
on the packaging.  A group of motivated 
parents from a lone parent support group 
helped the committee in sorting out the 
toys to send.    

 
The children were encouraged to critically 
evaluate the toys 

The centre also set up an internet news 
blog6 that was regularly updated with the 
ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΩǎ 
sustainable practice. This was used to 
share and celebrate the project and to 
support the home learning environment 
ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΦ The blog also 
provided a means of sharing the good 
ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦ 
An ESD notice board was set up within 
the setting to support parents, who had 

                                                 
6_http://earlyyearseducationforsustainability.wordpress.c

om/  

no access of the internet, to keep up to 
date.  

In evaluating the project it was found that 
the early learning toy appeal not only 
encouraged the children to challenge 
their own learning and learn about 
empathy, it also ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
understanding of recycling, and allowed 
them to understand how they could make 
a positive contribution to sustainable 
development. The children showed they 
could be active citizens and through their 
contacts with {ǘ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊŜ-
school in Zambia, they are gaining 
experiences of local and global 
dimensions to learning.  

When speaking to Parents many spoke 
about how they felt welcomed into the 
setting and enjoyed working with the 
staff and children. The staff also spoke of 
how motivated they felt to come into 
work, as they were doing a project that 
they were interested in and enjoyed. The 
feedback from the Lone parent group was 
also encouraging, as they felt the project 
enhanced their questioning and 
evaluative skills when buying new toys for 
their own children.  

 
Parent and child discussing the blog 

 



 

ESD IN EARLY YEARS 

14 

 

The Environment Pillar 

 

 

Depleting natural resources, increased 
greenhouse gas emissions, overflowing 
landfills and polluted waterways are a few 
of the effects demonstrating how 
societies have adopted lifestyles that 
have focussed on maximising immediate 
comfort and convenience at the expense 
of future generations. Rising sea levels 
are threatening many communities, and 
many of the people living in the poorest 
countries are the worst affected. These 
factors already have implications for 
poverty, migration, food and water 
production and health care. 
Unfortunately, already much damage to 
our planet has been done, and much of 
the damage is irreparable. 

As early years practitioners we have a 
role to play in offering children 
experiences, and in supporting them in 
gaining knowledge and understanding of 
the environment as it relates to their 
society. At an early age children can begin 
to develop the critical thinking skills 
required to make the sort of informed 
decisions that will affect the quality of not 
only their own and the lives of others 
around the world, but also the lives of 
future generations. Yet, historically this 
has not always been our way of teaching 
young children about the environment. 
Up until the last few years environmental 
education promoted awareness and 
knowledge about the environment, 
biodiversity, and the interactions and 
connections between people and nature. 
While environmental education has had a 
place in our education system for many 

years, the focus has now developed to a 
perspective emphasising sustainable 
development.  

This new perspective has a greater 
emphasis on equipping generation to take 
responsibility for making informed 
decisions towards a sustainable future by 
considering what is best in the long term.  
This no longer involves children learning 
about what has happened, but also about 
what can be done for tomorrow.  

Lƴ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ²ƻƻŘ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƛƴ 
England three and four year old children 
have been actively involved in setting up 
their own fruit and vegetable garden.  
Initially the children had looked at 
photographs of allotments around the 
world and looked at a range of fiction and 
non-fiction books on gardening for 
inspiration.  The teacher noted all of the 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƭǎƻ 
made their own designs of how they 
wanted their garden to look. As they did 
this, there were extended dialogues 
about where and what should be grown 
in the garden and how this could be 
achieved.  Throughout the next few 
months the children helped plant seeds, 
ōǳƭōǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŜΩǎΦ [ŀǘŜǊ ƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ 
fruit and vegetables were harvested and 
eaten at meal times and shared with 
family and the local community.  



 
 

 

The children have been actively involved in 
setting up their own fruit and vegetable 
garden 

As suggested earlier, the most important 
issue here is that it is young children who 
have the highest stake in the protection 
of the environment.  Within early years 
education we also know that even very 
young children are capable of thinking 
about environmental issues and we also 
know that the earlier these ideas are 
introduced the greater the impact can be. 
But while research evidence is available 
ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ 
convince of this. We all know from 
experience that if an adult has never 
recycled, it is quite hard to forget the 
wasteful habits habitats of a lifetime even 
when it is their intention to develop more 
positive values. For children who grown 
up, from an early age to recycle and care 
for their environment these attitudes will 
be sustained for a life time.  

In fact young children are capable of 
making even quite complex moral 
judgements. One concrete example is 
provided by Bates and Tregenza (2009) in 
a case study from Hallett Cove Preschool 

in Australia7. They report on a four-year 
old child and her mother standing at the 
supermarket counter. The child is 
reported to have picked up an item and 
following a close inspection saying: 

 ά²Ŝ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōǳȅ ǘƘŜǎŜΣ aǳƳƳȅΧǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ 
ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎȅŎƭŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳΗέ 

As Bates and Tregenza go on to observe, 
children are often seen as having little 
influence on our world. Yet here is an 
example of a four-year old trusting her 
beliefs and exerting her influence on her 
family, and thus, indirectly, on society (op 
cit, 2009).  

Many early years settings are already 
making significant contributions to 
education for environmental 
sustainability through integrating 
recycling and composting into their every 
day practice.  Yet arguably, the biggest 
development that needs to be made in 
terms of the early years is to involve the 
children more closely in  making decisions 
on the issues affecting their own lives and 
local environment.  

Outdoor Learning 

In many Western urban contexts, during 
the last few years there has been 
renewed concern that children should 
spend more time outside. There have 
been concerns about ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛƴ 
the home, being dominated by the use of 
electronic toys, computers and the 
television. There has also been some 
concern that this type of play can be 
linked to the restriction of social skills and 
that the limited time spent outside had 
serious implications for children engaging 
in physical activity. Particular concerns 

                                                 
7_http://www.decs.sa.gov.au/efs/files/pages/HallettCo

vePreschoolCaseSt.pdf 
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have also been expressed regarding early 
childhood obesity.  

Yet early years practitioners have long 
recognised the learning potential of the 
outdoor learning environment.  Outdoor 
education in Scandinavia has a high 
status, with the aim of improving physical 
development, and ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ connection 
with nature. Many of the Scandinavian 
forest pre-schools are built and run in 
secluded woodland, other settings 
provide regular access to local woodlands 
by bus. Throughout a typical day children 
have the opportunity to engage in child 
initiated activities and investigate the 
ǘǊŜŜΩǎΣ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜΣ and eco systems. The 
children are often encouraged to work in 
teams, problem solving and learning 
through direct hands on experience.  

 

A discussion in the forest  

In the UK, forest school developments 
have also been extremely successful and 
have been shown to have made a positive 
impact on those children with 
behavioural problems and those that 
need to develop confidence and self 
esteem. Reggio Emilia has provided 
another international influence that has 
supported the learning potential of the 
outdoors. In fact in the Reggio Emilia 
model of early childhood education the 
environment is seen as the third teacher. 

Using the childôs interests 
as a starting point. 
 

 

Watching a chick hatch from its egg  

Curriculum planning should always take 
ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΣ this is 
an important aspect of personalised 
learning. At Glusburn Primary School, for 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 
interests in Easter and in hatching eggs to 
provide opportunities for the children to 
look after and watch real chicken eggs 
hatch in an incubator. This highlights the 
value of learning through first-hand 
experience. Building upon particular 
interests or concerns that the children 
express, pictures, video clips and objects 
can all then be used as a starting points 
for discussion to find out what children 
already know and understand. Once the 
foundations for new knowledge and 
understanding are identified then we can 
ōǳƛƭŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǉǳƛǘŜ 
different social cultural contexts and 
experiences. 

In one project at Cannon Park Primary 
School in Coventry for example, the 
children were concerned that they were 
unable to keep their drinks cool. The 
teacher was able to show the children 
pictures of unglazed pots known as 
Ψ/ƘŀǘǘƛŜǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ 



 
 

Asia and Africa to store water and keep 
food fresh. 

 

A 'Chattie' Refrigerator  

The children were shown how, if they 
wanted to keep their drinks cool on a hot 
day, they could use the same principle as 
the Chattie to make their own 
refrigerator. All it takes is for their can or 

bottle of drink to be stood in a bowl and a 
flowerpot soaked in water placed on top. 
As the water evaporates from the clay pot 
it takes the heat away and keeps the 
drink underneath good and cool. This 
ΨŎƻƻƭƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 
principle applied in modern electric 
refrigerators. The advantage here is of 
course that the refrigerator ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ 
ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅΧLŦ ǘƘŜȅ Ǉour a little water in 
the bottom of the bowl and the pot will 
gradually soak it up and the ΨŦǊƛŘƎŜΩ ǿƛƭƭ 
last even longer. 

 

! Ψ/ƘŀǘǘƛŜΩ ǊŜŦǊƛŘƎŜǊŀǘƻǊ
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The Social and Cultural Pillar 

 
"...cultural diversity is as necessary for 
ƘǳƳŀƴƪƛƴŘ ŀǎ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŜέ 
 

 (The Universal Declaration  on Cultural 
Diversity, UNESCO, 2001) 

 
      Social sustainability is concerned with 
all of those social, cultural and political 
issues that affect the quality and 
Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴŘ 
between nations. Sustainable societies 
are therefore considered just and 
inclusive societies, which may be 
characterized by participation, 
emancipation, freedom, security and 
solidarity. To achieve social sustainability 
equality and fairness is therefore required 
between individuals and groups within 
and beyond national borders and 
between generations. Sustainable 
development requires, therefore, an 
ethos of compassion, respect for 
difference, equality and fairness. 
 
The key concerns of social sustainability 
are to promote participation and 
dialogue, counter inequality, and secure 
peace. If peace and security are to be 
achieved and maintained throughout the 
world then social development and social 
justice are crucial. In fact it is widely 
recognised that social development and 
social justice cannot be achieved without 
ǇŜŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ 
achieved in the absence of respect for 
human rights and fundamental freedoms 
either. (United Nations. 21 August 2000 
World Summit for Social Development) 
 
Cultural prejudice and racism is a 
worldwide phenomenon and most 

national governments have policies to 
counter the misinformation peddled to 
less educated minorities by manipulative 
extremists. Recent illustrations of the 
need for these educational provisions are 
diverse and include the mistreatment of 
ethnic Albanians in Greece, attacks on 
Romanians in Northern Ireland (2009), 
and violence against African farm workers 
in Southern Italy (2010), In India, 
discrimination against the Dalits, (so 
ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨǳƴǘƻǳŎƘŀōƭŜǎΩ) remains a 
significant problem and indigenous 
communities in many countries including 
the USA, Canada and Australia remain 
severely disadvantaged. In 2009/10 
increased racist attacks against InŘƛŀƴΩǎ 
were reported in Melbourne. In South 
Africa, the deep scars inflicted by 
apartheid will take a long time to heal and 
these processes of reconciliation continue 
to be frustrated by extremists on both 
sides. The atrocities in Rwanda in the 
1990s and Kenya more recently 
undoubtedly had many causes but if the 
ethnic divisions had not been so great 
then it is clear that they could never have 
been exploited to promote genocide. In 
the Middle East extremist factions on 
both sides have also often stood in 
opposition to peaceful settlements.  
Children of three to four years of age 
commonly exhibit curiosity about physical 
differences and they often show gender 
ŀƴŘ ΨǊŀŎƛŀƭƛǎŜŘΩ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎΦ  !ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƎŜ 
the children develop their identity as 
family members and they can also absorb 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǘȅǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōƛŀǎŜǎΦ  Lǘ 
is also at this stage that they begin to 
classify people into groups and to develop 
theories about why people are different.  



 
 

In fact it is at this stage, when they are 
forming their first friendships, that we can 
do the most to support them in learning 
to accept diversity and to feel 
comfortable with differences. As 
previously suggested, Biologists used to 
think that human beings could be split up 
ƛƴǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ƻǊ ΨǊŀŎŜǎΩ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
study of genetics has now shown that the 
differences between people in any one 
population are enormous in comparison 
to any differences that can be found 
between populations.  We can therefore 
ƴƻǿ ǎŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǊŀŎŜΩ Ƙŀǎ 
no biological significance for human 
beings. The differences that we see 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŀǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ Ψǎƪƛƴ 
ŘŜŜǇΩΦ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅ ǿŜ Řƻ ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 
essentialise the differences we see 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
the differences between us that are often 
considered to define us. This is 
particularly problematic as we often take 
the similarities between us completely for 
granted.  Children need to understand 
that skin colour is a totally arbitrary 
difference, and that all human cultures 
and populations, at home in the UK and 
throughout the world have much more in 
common than they have differences8.   
 
Adults can contribute a great deal in 
supporting children in their development 
of positive perceptions of themselves and 
of others. A great deal of early years 
curriculum development along these lines 
has been carried out around the world. In 
the UK for example the Early Years 
Foundation Stage Guidance (2007) for 
England suggests: 
 
8-20 months Planning and Resourcing: 

                                                 
8 http://www.327matters.org/Paper.htm  
http://www.327matters.org/Sustainability/Docs/skincol

our.doc 

ά²ƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀŦŦΣ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǘƻ 
promote an anti-discriminatory and anti-
bias aǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέΦ 

16-26 months: 
Note: ά¸ƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ 
similarities and differences, for example, 
their footwear, or patterns on their 
clothes and in physical appearance 
including hair texture and skin cƻƭƻǳǊέΦ 
bƻǘŜΥ ά¸ƻǳƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 
differences such as skin colour, hair and 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέΦ  

Effective Practice: ά¢ŀƭƪ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
children about valuing all skin colour 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέΦ 

40-60+ months: 

Note: άIƻǿ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
attitudes such as about differences in skin 
ŎƻƭƻǳǊǎέΦ  
Effective Practice: ά5ŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ 
combat negative bias and, where 
necessary, support children and adults to 
ǳƴƭŜŀǊƴ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƻǊȅ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎέ. 

The Frazer Bear Project 

In November 2009, seven teachers from a 
variety of schools in North Yorkshire in 
the UK accepted the challenge of being 
part of a pilot project to look at using an 
ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ΨCǊƻƴǘŜǊΩ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
Environment to enhance Community 
Cohesion through school linking.  Each 
setting was paired with another setting 
and each of the seven teachers were 
given a special bear with the surname of 
ΨCǊƻƴǘŜǊΩΦ  The bears came equipped with 
special passports and bags ς ready for 
their adventures!  
 
In the Autumn term of 2009, the 
Foundation Stage Unit at Glusburn 
Primary School began the project as one 
aspect of their community cohesion 
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(COCO) program. The project began with 
ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŦǊƻƳ ΨCǊŀȊŜǊ 
CǊƻƴǘŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƎǳŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ 
was a bear because he had left a paw 
print on the letter. The children then 
talked about what they thought Frazer 
might look and what he would need to 
settle into school.  

 
Talking about Fraser the bear  
 
With the support of the adults the 
children researched, using nonfiction 
books, yo fond out what bears needed. 
The children took photos  and videos, 
using digital cameras , to show him what 
the unit was like and they introduced 
themselves to him using a forum on the 
Fronter web site. Frazer bear then spent a 
term at Glusburn School learning all 
about the local community and the school 
itself. ¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƳŀŘŜ ά¢ŜŀŎƘ ƳŜέ 
videos to tell Frazer how to log onto the 
ŎƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǇƻǊǊƛŘƎŜέ 
(Frazer Bears room on Fronter). Videos 
were also made of the children talking 
about the things they did at school for 
Frazer.  At the end of the Autumn term, 
Frazer told the children that it was time 
for him to meet some new children in a 
different school. Together the children 
and teachers uploaded the photos, videos 
and their work with Frazer onto Fronter 
so that Frazer could show the new 
children he met, all about his adventures.  

 
In the Spring Term of 2010, Frazer Bear 
ǘƘŜƴ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ŀ ΨƭƛƴƪΩ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƛƴ IŀǊǊƻƎŀǘŜΣ 
North Yorkshire to learn more about the 
local community there.  Pupils from the 
Harrogate school were able to access 
CǊƻƴǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ŀōƻǳǘ CǊŀȊŜǊΩǎ 
adventures in Glusburn. The Frazer link, 
prompted children from Harrogate to 
contact the children from Glusburn and 
although in contrasting areas, both sets of 
children could see how they were similar 
to others. Towards the end of the spring 
term both the children from Glusburn and 
Harrogate met up at a National Park in 
the Yorkshire Dales. 
 
When Frazer returned to Glusburn, in 
time for the start of the summer term, 
links were made with a pre-school in 
Tanzania and arrangements made for 
Frazer to spend some time there.  Other 
similar projects have been carried out in 
other countries. One other example 
comes from a project developed within 
the IBM KidSmart program. In 2008 this 
involved 500 preschool children from 
disadvantaged communities in 13 
European countries participated in a 
Ψ¢ǊŀǾŜlƭƛƴƎ ¢ƻȅǎΩ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǘƻ 
foster cultural exchange and increase IT 
communication skills in the classroom. 

A link between Sweden and 
Uganda 

The Swedish curriculum for preschools 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘΥ ά/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ 
ethical values and norms, particularly 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎέΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ 
άǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜƳǇŀǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ 
ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘǳƳŀƴ ōŜƛƴƎΩǎ 
ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ 
Swedish preschool to exchange letters 



 
 

with teachers in Uganda, and to involve 
the children in the dialogue. 

 

Children become interested in each 
ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ-day-life 

Two major differences were identified 
between the preschools. One was that 
the preschool in Sweden was municipality 
owned, and provided as a right for all 
children, while the Ugandan preschool 
provisions were being made by an NGO 
and places were available for some of the 
local children. The other differences were 
related to the inequalities in access to 
food, electricity and materials. These 
became the two starting points for 
discussions between the children in 
Sweden and Uganda. The children 
exchanged mails with photos and 
drawings, and every time a new envelope 
arrived there were new questions to deal 
with. The Swedish children asked a lot of 
questions from the start, but the project 
 really took off when their teachers had a 
chance to visit the school in Uganda. They 
had successfully applied for a grant to do 
so. In their preparations for travelling to 
Uganda the Swedish teachers, children 
and parents discussed the very different 
levels of resourcing in the two settings 
and collected together a range of 
educational materials they could 
contribute.   

 

 

Letter exchange 

The Swedish children also formulated 
many questions for the children in 
¦ƎŀƴŘŀΣ ƭƛƪŜΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΚέ άIƻǿ ƭƻƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 
ǘƻƴƎǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊŀŦŦŜΚέ aŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ 
questions were quite odd for Ugandan 
children since most of them had never 
seen a giraffe. These questions drew the 
teachers attention to the need to address 
a range of popular stereotypes about life 
in Africa. 

  
The teachers took many photographs for 
the children in Sweden to look at. These 
photographs and the first hand accounts 
made everything much more concrete for 
the children. They could observe things in 
the photos and they asked questions such 
ŀǎΥ ά²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ 
ǇƻǊǊƛŘƎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΚέΦ  They also asked 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎƪƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊ 
ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎΥ ά²Ƙy are these children so 
ŘŀǊƪΚέ 

 
The Swedish teachers thought it should 
be interesting for the children in Uganda 
to hear about the total darkness that 
people experienced in northern Sweden 
in the wintertime. But for children living 
in Uganda who had no electricity, they 
found it more surprising to hear that 
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people were living with the electricity on 
all day. 

  
It was clearly realised how much easier it 
was to talk about cultural and human 
differences when they had this 
experience of having visited them. They 
ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
interested when they could tell them 
more about their own every-day 
experiences in Uganda. The next step has 
therefore been for the Swedish teachers 
to apply for funds to bring their Ugandan 
colleagues to Sweden.  

Making and óEvaluatingô 
toys 

An example of the toys project conducted 
in one pre-school setting was included in 
the introduction above. One aspect of this 
involved the children and their parents 
evaluating toys from a sustainable 
development perspective. It is important 
ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳŀŘŜΩ 
environment, along with every 
technological artefact contained within it 
is a cultural product. When we encourage 
children to evaluate artefacts from 
different cultures, artefacts produced for 
different purposes, and/or for individuals 
with different needs we are encouraging 
them to develop better understanding of 
the people who made them. It is for this 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΩ 
has become popular in teaching history 
and religious studies in schools. Artefacts 
also provide a powerful resource for 
values education. The undesirable 
technological side effects of some 
products may also be discussed along 
with alternative designs.   
 
In this context it is important to recognise 
that children are themselves consumers 

and that advertising and popular media 
has an influence on the choices that they 
make with respect to toys, clothes and 
activities. It has been estimated that the 
average child in the UK watches as many 
as 10,000 television commercials per 
year. In Sweden all television advertising 
is ōŀƴƴŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
and commercials that feature characters 
that children are familiar with are 
prohibited until 9 p.m. during the week 
and 10 p.m. at weekends. Yet the 
regulations in most other countries are 
mostly weak or non-existent. The World 
toy sales market in 2008 has been 
estimated at $78 BILLION.  The toy 
manufacturing industry are constantly 
looking for potential new products and 
one of their recent innovations has been 
ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ΨƎǊŜŜƴ ǘƻȅǎΩΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ 
also be a trend encouraged by the 
industries heavy use of plastic, which has 
resulted in their costs rising fast along 
with oil prices.  
 
Toys made from recycled wood and 
plastic are therefore becoming more 
common and some companies now 
advertise that they use wood grown from 
sustainable sources. Packaging is also an 
issue and there are particular concerns 
regarding battery powered toys. It has 
been estimated that more than 14 billion 
batteries get thrown away each year yet 
only a tiny proportion are recycled. Most 
batteries end up in landfills where the 
chemicals inside leach out and into the 
soil and water to damage the ecosystem. 
It should also be noted in this respect that 
ōŀǘǘŜǊȅΩǎ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƘƻƭŘ ŀōƻǳǘ рл ǘƛƳŜǎ 
ƭŜǎǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƘŀƴ ƛǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƳΧ 
One useful alternativŜ ǘƻ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ΨƎǊŜŜƴΩ 
toys is to encourage children to make 
their own and these activities have the 
additional benefit of showing children the 



 
 

innovative and ingenious toys that many 
of the poorest children around the world 
play with. Some of the most striking 
examples are the toys made from wire 
and other recycled materials in Africa. 
 

 

An African wire shaker toy and tin truck 

 
There are a number of books and there 
are also internet websites that provide a 
wealth of ideas for toys and games that 
children can make at home and/or in the 
preschool. Musical instruments such as 
drums, shakers and thumb ǇƛŀƴƻΩǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 
made out of recycled rubber bands, 
sticks, boxes and containers. To make a 
simple cup and ball toy you can simply 
take any recycled plastic bottle, tin or cup 
and punch a hole in the bottom. Then 
thread a string through the hole and 
through a ball of modelling clay or 
plasticine (or a ping-pong ball) tying a 
knot in each end to hold it in place. 

 
 
Craft activities have been considered an 
important part of early years practice 
since the beginning of the kindergarten 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 
ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ 
continues to take place in most settings.  

Children model with clay or plasticine, 
they play with wooden blocks or 
construction kits.  Children are often 
given the opportunity of making things 
from old boxes, food and drinks 
ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ΨǊŜŎȅŎƭŜŘΩ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΦ  
In some early years settings children work 
with more resistant materials, shaping 
and joining wood to make things.  
Comenius, Pestalozzi, Owen and Froebel 
all extolled the virtues of work of this kind 
and encouraged educators to provide 
opportunities for children to make things. 
For Froebel, education in manual skills 
served to develop the whole child, it was 
much more than merely a vocational 
concern. Froebel believed that craft 
provided a means of expression and a 
powerful means to develop habits of 
success and perseverance. 
 
In recent years a great deal of effort has 
been put into developing our 
understanding of design and technology 
and the major principles determining 
quality in designing and making have 
ōŜŜƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ǿŜ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 
ƳŀƪŜΩ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿŜ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦŦ with 
some ideas about what it is that we want 
ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ΨƳŀƪƛƴƎΩ 
we evaluate our efforts and modify our 
designs as we go along. When we prepare 
ŦƻƻŘ ǿŜ ΨǘŀǎǘŜΩ ƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ŀŘŘΣ 
reduce or change ingredients according to 
our evaluŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘƻǿ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎΩΦ  
Similarly, when we work with textiles, 
knitting or dressmaking, as long as we are 
ƴƻǘ ǊƛƎƛŘƭȅ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ 
pattern or plan, we constantly evaluate 
the progress that we are making and 
modify our ideas until we are satisfied 
with the final result.  
 
Children will enjoy making food products, 
simple pop-up cards, block structures and 
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a wide variety of other products and 
these making activities may introduce 
them to the artefacts used by children in 
other cultures and religious groups. They 
Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ΨŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ 
that can be played in, and they may even 
be involved in reorganizing the home 
corner for a new theme or topic.  
Collections of recycled and other 
ΨŎƻƴǎǳƳŀōƭŜΩ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ 

the setting and the children should be 
given free access to them for exploration 
as well as more structured designing and 
making activities. In addition to cardboard 
boxes, and recycled plastic food and 
drinks containers and fabrics, a number of 
other materials are often available from 
schools suppliers.   
 

 
 
 

  



 
 

The Economic Pillar  

 

The aims of environmentalism are already 
widely acknowledged and increasingly 
supported throughout the European early 
childhood sector, and there are also many 
intercultural initiatives and insights that 
may be drawn upon to support 
sustainable developments in social and 
cultural terms. Yet the current level of 
awareness of sustainability economics is, 
by contrast, extremely weak and few 
practitioners currently working in the 
sector are aware of the multiple pillars 
(environmental, social, cultural and 
economic) that policy makers have come 
to accept as the major foundations of any 
adequate understanding of sustainable 
development. Yet young children like 
Charlie Simpson (above) show the 
potential for developing social 
entrepreneurs from an early age.  It is for 
these reasons that we believe education 
for sustainable development requires 
programs that emphasise the importance 
of providing learning experiences for 
teachers and parents as well as for the 
children, and initiatives that encourage 
them to question how and why the issue 
of sustainable development affects every 
individual and community in a variety of 
ways. 

It is often argued that an education that 
promotes thrift (or frugality) 
simultaneously supports the development 
of positive environmental values and pro-
environmental behaviour.  As Robins and 
Roberts (1998) have argued, all of our 
practices of sustainable consumption 
need to be grounded in a wider range of 
environmental, social equity and moral 
concerns and practices to support and 
encourage: 

Á reducing the direct environmental 
burden of producing, using and 
disposing goods and services; 

Á meeting basic needs for key 
consumption goods and services, 
such as food, water, health, 
education and shelter; 

Á maximising opportunities for 
sustainable livelihoods in the 
South; 

Á consuming goods and services that 
contribute positively to the health 
and well-being of women and 
children; 

Á increasing the development and 
adoption of energy and water 
efficient appliances, public 
transport and other demand-side 
measures 

Á the production and sale of new 
goods and services adapted to 
global environmental constraints; 
and 

Á lifestyles that place greater value 
on social cohesion, local traditions 
and non-material values. 

                                       John Fien (2002) 
 
In much of this lifestyle questions related 
to nature can be central. To illustrate one 
of the ways these things may be 
addressed we will consider the example 
of how lifestyle questions became 
integrated into a project that was 
extended to address all three pillars of 
ESD, in a Swedish preschool, when they 
first intended to work on the topic of the 
Ψliving and deadΩ. 
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What came first? Was it the 
Chicken or the Egg? 
 

 

The nature theme that the children and 
teachers started to ponder ǿŀǎ έ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ 
ƭƛŦŜΚέ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǘƘŜƴ ƳƻǾŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 
hens and chickens and the children 
ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΥ έIƻǿ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
there are chickens in some eggs, but not 
ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΚέ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎƪŜŘ Ƙƻǿ ƭƛŦŜ Ŏŀƴ 
begin in a chicken. To find out about this 
they decided to read books about it and 
ask someone they thought knew about 
this phenomenon. A lot of questions, 
ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΥ άCǊƻƳ 
ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǊƛǎŜΚέ ά²Ƙȅ ŀǊŜ ŜƎƎǎ 
ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΚέ ά/ŀƴ ŀ ōŀōȅ 
ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎΚέ ά5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƎƎ 
come ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻΚέ 
¢ƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴǎΩ 
ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΥ ά/ŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘΚέ ά/ŀƴ 
ǘƘŜȅ ŦƭȅΚέ άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ǿƻǊƳǎΚέ 

From their own questions and from what 
they learned from their examinations the 
children soon realized that chickens can 
live under very different circumstances.  
They found that many of them live in 
small, narrow cages, without a sitting 
place of their own, and have to stay 
indoors all their life.  The children then 
got upset and wanted to know where the 
eggs they eat at the preschool came 
from. When they were told that they 
came from chickens who where kept in 
small cages and unable to go outdoors 
they got really upset. They decided to 

stop eating the eggs. Together with their 
teachers they went to the people 
reǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜǎ 
with their protests and complaints about 
the way the chickens producing the eggs 
where treated. Their protest led to the 
institution as well as many of their 
parents changed their purchasing habits 
and starting to buy ecological eggs from 
a place where the chickens could go out 
and live a good life. 

 

The economics of egg production  

 

Here we can see an example of how the 
children participated in a search for 
knowledge related to nature, the 
economy and social aspects of the 
learning for sustainable development. 
ΨLifestyleΩ has a lot to do with what kind 
of eggs you buy, which is closely related 
to values. But it is also related to 
economy, as ecological eggs are more 
expensive, which in turn could mean that 
the children learn to understand that they 
cannot eat eggs as often as before, since 
they are more expensive. In projects such 
as this, the children also take part in a 
democratic process in which they 
influence something in their own lives. 
 


