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 I acknowledge the Traditional Owners of the lands 
on which we are meeting, pay respect to their 
Elders - past, present and emerging – and 
acknowledge the important role Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people have played and 
continue to continue to play in our communities.  



Earth and its peoples are facing great challenges: 

 

 over-consumption & degradation of Earth’s resources 
 

 loss of biodiversity   
 

 dramatic consequences of climate disruption  
 
 multiplying ‘natural’ disasters 
 water and food resources stressed 

 



Earth is trending towards rapid shifts between heat, 
cold, drought, floods (IPCC, 2014) 

 

 Higher highs and lower lows 

 

 Increases in severe storms – high winds, torrential 
rain 

 

 Deeper droughts 

 

 Exacerbated people movements  



 fragile, complex & interconnected environment 
at risk 

 

 future prosperity at risk 

 

 children most at risk 



 
The Lancet (2014):  

…. climate change ‘the biggest global health threat 
of the 21st century’…. 

 Children are already directly affected by weather-related  
disasters 

 

 Children will bear the greatest burden 

 

 Both technical and social solutions are necessary 

 

 

 



A SYMPTOM - 
 Symptom of unsustainable development models 

               in social, economic & environmental standards  
 

               risks to populations, especially the poorest and most 
vulnerable 

 Strong choices to be made to avoid the worst impacts of 
unsustainable ways of living 

 Vananda Shiva (2001): ... demands that we move out  
of the economic trap that is leaving no space for  
other peoples and species. 

 

 

 

 



 

 ... development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their needs 
(WCED, 1987, p.87). 

 

 ‘Enough for all forever’ 

 



 Interdependence & systems  

 Citizenship & stewardship  

 Intergenerational rights 

 Diversity 

 Quality of life, equity & justice  

 Sustainable change  

 Uncertainty & precaution in action 

   



 Society (incl. education) has key role in helping 
societies become more sustainable  

 

BUT 

 More of the same kind of education that has 
contributed to unsustainable development is not 
the answer (Orr, 2004) 

 



 Transformative education embedded in social change and 

empowerment  

 ECE must continue to evolve to fully play its part in shaping 

sustainable futures 

 

 Our Challenge: to build on successful practices that already 

work for children, families, communities & transform them to 

reflect a ‘sustainability’ focus. 



 engages learners in critical thinking to understand unsustainable 
practice, and to deal with issues locally 

 goes beyond problem-solving towards socio-critical & creative 
decision making  

 is action-focused – aimed at creating an active, informed 
citizenry who ‘make a difference’.  

 supports systemic thinking - a more holistic way to manage 
complexity 

 is futures-oriented – links immediate action with long-term 
goals/aspirations 

 strengthens partnerships & networks for change – across 
disciples, sectors, generations, continents 

 

 



Similar ideas embedded into ECE  
 BUT not top-down from schools to ECE contexts 

 ECE is in the process of working this out! 

 

Some emerging ideas/themes for ECEfS:  

 Agentic child/children 

 Playfulness 

 Project approaches that offer interdisciplinary and           
extended learning 

 A focus on outdoor nature play & gardening  

 



 ECE has a long history of being responsive to societal 
challenges & being a political arena for societal change 
(Hagglund & Johansson, 2014)  

 
 alleviating poverty, fighting discrimination  

 serving current neo-liberal efforts to expand economies 

 

 challenging unsustainable social, economic and 
environmental practices is our contemporary 
challenge! 

 



‘the enactment of transformative, empowering and participative 
education around sustainability issues, topics and experiences 
within early education contexts’ (Davis, 2010) 

 

Contexts for ECEfS can take many forms –  

 homes 

 childcare centres, kindergartens, preschools, schools  

 environmental education centres, zoos, botanical           
gardens, parks, bush, beach, creeks 

 Indigenous sites, heritage sites  

 cityscapes……. 



Sustainable Development? 

  Ensuring everyone a better future. 
(Brazil) 

 

 So we will always have stuff, the 
water and food to eat. (USA) 

 

 So that the earth is not to die and 
humans would need to live on 
another planet. (Turkey) 

 

 I think it might mean, like, to save the 
world for later. (Ireland) 

 

 It means that everybody makes 
something for the globe. (Poland) 

 



 Why not? We know stuff too! (Australia) 



 

 

        



Mipyung Childcare Centre: Musim Stream Project 

        



• Child-initiated activism at a NZ kindergarten 

 

• Concern over harm to dolphins from pollution 

 

• Council involvement  

 

• Local community solution 

 

• Active citizenship  

 
 

 



        



 The ‘local’ provides the setting/context for EfS learning  

 

 Young children know things and can do things for 
sustainability 

 

 We need to work with our local communities to help 
solve sustainability issues  



 Must push beyond nature education, recycling and 
gardening – necessary but not sufficient! 

 

 Must refresh our curriculum & pedagogical 
perspectives - beyond socio-cultural-historical frames 
to eco-transformative 

 

 Time to challenge dependence on UNCRC –         
multiple rights not just child/human rights 

 



        

Bio/ecocentric rights 

Intergenerational rights 

5 dimensions of rights for early childhood education in light of the 
challenges of sustainability (Davis, 2014, p. 23) 

Collective rights for 

• Living together on the planet 

• Indigenous rights/knowledges 

Agentic participation rights 

Foundational children’s rights 

(UNCRC) 

• survival & development rights 

• protection rights 

• participation rights 



 Focus/refocus on rights & values as central to our work 

 

 Connect children with the natural world as core business 

 

 Take a wholistic standpoint  

 

 Consider the Earth Charter 

 

 Rethink socio-constructivism towards critical, transformative 
early education  



 In Australia, have 2 policy documents                            
to guide our EfS work 

 

In the EYLF….. 

 

 Sustainability focused primarily on the 
environmental dimension, and  

 Agency is discussed in relation to staff, not 
children. 

 

 

        



 1 Standard & 2 elements relate to sustainability/environmental 
practices: 

 Standard 3.3 — The service takes an active role in caring for its 
environment and contributes to a sustainable future. 

 

 Element 3.3.1 — Sustainable practices are embedded in service 
operations. 

 Element 3.3.2 — Children are supported to become environmentally 
responsible and show respect for the environment. 

 



 

 too subjective and therefore 
challenging to comply with 

 

 unnecessarily adding to the 
cumulative burden on services 
because they do not directly relate to 
the quality of the service — that is, 
sustainability in ECEC services is not 
something that should be regulated 
by government. 

 (Box 7.5, p. 273) 

 



 

 Educators are finding they are diverting their attention away 

from actually engaging with the children to planning how they 

are going to ‘engage’ the broader community in their 

sustainability program.  

 

 Assessors are rating services low in this area even though 

services are connecting with recycle agencies, water authorities 

and such.  



DRAFT RECOMMENDATION 7.1  

To simplify the National Quality Standard, governments and 
ACECQA should: 

 identify elements and standards of the NQS that can be removed or 
altered while maintaining outcomes for children 

And from Australian Childcare Alliance:  

 Members report that the areas of programming and documentation of 
children’s learning, community engagement and sustainability of the 
environment are the most subjective…… 



Comments identify lack of understanding of sustainability & EfS   
 children and their learning lie at the heart of EfS 

 EfS is really about children’s agency, their right to participate in 
decision-making and action-taking on matters that affect them  

 Is more about rights and justice; less about environmental management  

 Need to see sustainability & EfS as quality issues for ECE, not 
as a regulatory burden 

 EYLF and NQF are important policies that require              
strengthening not diminishing! 

 

 

 



Australia: 
 Dominating - international leaders in 

 ECEfS research & theorising 

 professional uptake of EfS  

 

 Fair to middling leaders in ECE policy  

 

 Systemic approaches - some evidence  

 

 ECE Teacher Education – pretty poor 

 

 

 

 

 



UN DESD (2005-2014) about to 
conclude 

 ECEfS on the map!  

International reports/documents: 
 The Contribution of Early Childhood Education to 

a Sustainable Society (UNESCO, 2008) 

 Gothenburg Recommendations (SWEDESD, 
2008) 

 ESD Good Practices in Early Childhood 
(UNESCO, 2012) 

 Young Children as the Basis for SD (Feb, 2014) 

 

 

 



 Children’s Voices about the State 
of the Earth and Sustainable 
Development (2010) 

 

 WASH from the START 

 

 The OMEP Environmental Rating 
Scale for Sustainable 
Development (2014) 

 



 Encouraging examples! 
 

 UAE, Oman and Kuwait 

 

 Chili & Peru 

 

 Guyana 

 

 Jamaica 

 

 Korea 



Goal: To generate and scale-up action in all levels  and areas of 
education & learning in order to accelerate progress towards SD 

5-pronged strategy: 

 Policy support 

 Whole institution approaches to ESD 

 Educators 

 Children and youth 

 Local communities 

Strong alignment with existing directions & 

contemporary focus of ECE nationally 

 

 

 



As citizens & as EC educators: 
 Fight the neo-liberal war on science, esp. climate science  

 ‘it’s been hot/wet/stormy before’ is faulty logic;  

 climate change ignorance is an unacceptable legacy for our children 

 Fight Australia's ‘leap backwards’ on climate action  

 Join children’s health advocate, Fiona Stanley; stand up for children’s 
sustainable futures 

 Put children and their learning at the heart of sustainability practices  

 Fight against watering down/eliminating references to sustainability & EfS in 
our national ECE policies  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 (un)sustainability is a ‘wicked problem’ – it is not going to go 
away! 

 ‘Big issues’ of the world are already impacting on children; ECE is 
responding 

 Children are powerful motivators for transformative social change 

 Children can ‘make a difference’; they are already leading and 
shaping sustainable change 

 ECE educators can be gatekeepers or facilitators in transitioning 
to greener, healthier, fairer & happier environments for us all.  

     Which are you? 

 

 
 

 




