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UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon has suggested that 
2015 may be the most important year since the founding 
of the UN seventy years ago. The third UN Conference 
on Financing for Development will be convened in Addis 
Ababa in July, the UN Summit on Sustainable Development 
in New York in September - where the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), that are set to replace and 
build on the achievement of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), will be agreed - and then there is the UN 
Climate Change Conference in Paris in December. A 
reorientation of international efforts is taking place to 
address the common challenges to sustainability that are 
being caused by environmental degradation and climate 
change, biodiversity loss, the disruption and insecurities 
caused by natural disasters, conflict, and deep economic 
and social inequalities. Nicholas Stern, a Former World bank 
chief economist and UK government economic advisor, has 
described climate change as the “greatest market failure 
in history”, and he has estimated that in the absence of 
radical intervention, it could reduce global GDP by 20% 
by 2050 (cited in Sauven, 2015). Education for sustainable 
development (ESD) is seen as fundamentally important 
in addressing these problems. As Irina Bokova, Director-
General of UNESCO has argued:

Education is the most powerful path to sustainability. 
Economic and technological solutions, political 
regulations or financial incentives are not enough.  
We need a fundamental change in the way we think 
and act. (Bokova, 2012)

Early childhood care and education (ECCE) has been 
recognised as a significant contributor to ESD (UNESCO, 
2014). It is in the early years that many fundamental attitudes 
towards the environment, towards consumption and waste, 
and towards fairness and social justice are formed. Yet as 
we have come to the end of the UN Decade for Sustainable 
Development (2005-2014), and the MDGs (2000-2015), it is 
timely to reflect on how ESD has been promoted in ECCE 
settings in the UK, and what might be the priorities for future 
development. It provides an opportunity to rethink some of 
our existing taken-for-granted practices, to consider them 
in light of our increasingly diverse communities and make 
them explicitly underpinned by a discourse of sustainability. 
This may even lead us to a revision of the fundamental 
purpose of ECCE for our communities. 

Sustainable development is widely understood as a form of 
development which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs (Brundtland, 1987). Sustainable development 
may therefore be considered to represent an attempt to 

provide equity with, to, and for, future generations. This 
recognition serves to highlight the crucial role that might 
be played by early childhood professionals. As soon as we 
recognise that the world population group with the greatest 
stake in the future are children, that it is their future that 
depends upon ESD, then the matter becomes a citizenship 
issue and a question of rights. If we consider ourselves to 
be professional advocates for young children then we may 
also accept a special responsibility to promote the subject.

Curriculum debate and controversies are often concerned 
with questions regarding whose knowledge is to be 
prioritised, and such considerations inevitably bring us to 
question the overall aims of education. From a conservative 
perspective these have typically been related to perceived 
economic requirements to improve the labour market and to 
make the country more competitive in terms of international 
trade. From a radically different perspective, parents and 
educators have often considered the child’s freedom of 
individual self-expression to be the primary concern. For 
most of us in ECCE the most appropriate curriculum lies 
somewhere between these two extremes, with an emphasis 
upon providing holistic support for every child to achieve 
a fulfilling and successful life. This begs the question of 
what future social, economic and environmental context we 
envisage children being fulfilled and successful within. In 
drawing together the papers in this edition of the journal we 
are arguing that ECCE has a dual role to play: in supporting the 
unique child, and in contributing towards the development 
of a more sustainable economic, environmental and social 
world. To do this, we need to engage in the debate about 
what a “good life” is, and how we are preparing children 
for it. This will involve us in making choices about the most 
appropriate curriculum content and pedagogy. There is 
unlikely to be unanimity, particularly as some members of 
the local community, including practitioners, will want to 
hold on to certain practices, but we may need to challenge 
these, as well as be willing to accept and learn from cultural 
traditions that individual members of the community bring. 
The challenge for ECCE practitioners is that at times 
they may need to take a stand and this may bring them 
into conflict with others. Having a vision for the setting of 
promoting a “good life”, underpinned by the principles and 
strands of ESD, can help to resolve such tricky issues. 

The most fundamental principle informing the pedagogy of 
ESD in ECCE is that young children have the right to be 
consulted “in all matters that affect” them (Article 12 United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child). Sustainable 
development is essentially concerned with the future, and it 
is young children who have the greatest stake as citizens in 
that future. As Hart (1997) suggested, and Davies (2005) and 
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others have shown, Young children are already competent, 
active agents and they are both able, and required by 
circumstance, to engage with complex environmental and 
social issues that affect their lives. 

A series of international meetings  held in Gothenburg 
in 2008 resulted in the development of a set of specific 
recommendations (SWEDESD, 2008) for education for 
sustainable development in early childhood education:

access for all to a process of lifelong learningXX , 
recognising that the provision of early childhood 
education is the most pressing ESD issue in many 
countries around the world
genderXX , highlighting the important contributions of 
women, and the need to improve the provision of 
education for girls
learning for changeXX , recognising that children are 
potential agents for change, and often influence their 
families and grandparents to change towards more 
sustainable thinking and behaviours
networks, arenas and partnershipsXX , the need to 
document and share successful practices.
professional development to strengthen ESD XX

across all, stressing the urgent need for capacity 
building
ESD in curriculumXX , promoting more integrated 
curriculum approaches
sustainable development in practiceXX , the critical 
importance of all preschool individuals and settings 
examining their own “ecological footprints”.

 
In terms of specific preschool pedagogy the guidance also 
highlighted the need for:

building upon the everyday experience of childrenXX

curriculum integration and creativityXX

intergenerational problem solving and solution XX

seeking 
promotion of intercultural understanding and XX

recognition of interdependency
involvement of the wider communityXX

active citizenship in the early yearsXX

the creation of cultures of sustainability.XX 
These are very similar to the conclusions reached in the 
Partnership for Education and Research about Responsible 
Living initiative (PERL, 2011) where they identify the core life 
skills needed for all ages which include the ability to: 

reflectXX  on the purpose of life and on our personal and 
collective needs and actions
take responsibilityXX  for one’s own betterment and for 
the advancement of society as a whole
consultXX  in the public and private discourse on the 
nature, purpose and choices involved in human 
development
be creativeXX  in envisioning and constructing alternative 
solutions to challenges
collaborateXX  with others through continual questioning, 
learning and taking action
commit to both XX short and long-term goals.

(PERL, 2011)

 

What is required is therefore something along the lines of 
Freirean Praxis for children to be encouraged to reflect and 
take action upon the world in order to transform it (Freire, 
1974).

In recent years much work has been done around the world 
to develop early childhood ESD and young children in our 
preschools are increasingly encouraged to develop an 
emergent awareness of the nature and value of sustainable 
development. Strong foundations are being laid and 
positive dispositions are being developed towards the 
subject. In many of the most celebrated and successful 
pre-primary settings the transition from this early years 
play-based education to the more formal educational 
model of the school is supported through the development 
of small group project and topic work. Some of the most 
sophisticated of these approaches involve the children 
working together with the teacher in ESD collaborative 
problem solving enquiries and topic work. But this remains 
marginal to mainstream practice.

The SDECCE curriculum has three key components: 
environmental education, social/cultural education and 
economic education. Where problem solving enquiries 
are conducted these three areas are combined to provide 
the basis for appropriately holistic solutions. There have 
long been elements of these subjects addressed in ECCE 
settings, but now we need to consider each of them 
specifically in the work that we do, and also to bring them 
together to explore the connections and commonalities in 
a way that is meaningful and relevant to children’s lives. It 
is when children are young that their views, attitudes and 
beliefs are most shaped by those around them, so ECCE 
has a key role to play in promoting and demonstrating 
sustainability in everyday practices and everyday lives. 
Some practitioners have been concerned that this might 
lead to a “gloom and doom” agenda, but here we argue 
for a much more optimistic perspective where we see 
SDECCE as a means by which we can begin to create a 
more positive and fulfilling future for young children. 

One major shift needed is that many practitioners 
currently see sustainable development in terms of 
environmental education alone. Children in the UK have 
enjoyed a long history of engaging in a wide range of 
activities related to the environmental aspect of SDECCE, 
undertaking specific projects on recycling, for example, 
or creating a garden. These have increasingly included 
the seven Rs of sustainable living: Refuse (don’t buy 
it if you don’t need it); Reduce; Repair, Reuse, Recycle, 
Respect and Reflect. Yet they often neglect any mention 
of wider environmental concerns, such as energy 
saving or water conservation for example, and yet  
these offer ideal opportunities for practitioners to make 
the global links that will develop children’s understanding 
of their place in the wider world, and their responsibilities 
within it. 

The social/cultural dimension of SDECCE underpins much 
of the everyday practice in settings. It is implicit in the way 
we encourage children to relate to each other, manage 
conflict and appreciate diversity. However, it is often not 
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recognised as a part of the sustainability agenda, even 
though it has potential to impact both at local and global 
levels. 

The economic aspect of SDECCE is the area that is often 
the most difficult to promote in ECCE settings. Practitioners 
often consider the children too young to understand financial 
matters, or do not see the relevance of it, and they may 
also be concerned to avoid any controversy or difficulty 
that it may lead to, given the disparities of wealth in our 
communities and the prevailing discourse of consumerism. 
However, while it is unrealistic and inappropriate to expect 
young children to challenge unsustainable lifestyles, eg of 
their own family, it is important to recognise that they do at 
times comment on, or even put pressure on, the family over 
particular lifestyle issues. Young children have often been 
successful in the past in encouraging more effective waste 
sorting and have even been known to convince a parent 
to give up smoking. As with other aspects of SDECCE, 
carefully planned project work based on relevant real-life 
experiences works well. Setting up fundraising for new 
equipment or shopping around for the best price for the 
ingredients for cake-making are good examples. Alongside 
this there needs to be an explicit ethos of thrift, a constant 
challenging of over-consumption and waste, commenting 
on value for money, resistance to advertising and peer 
pressure, eg present buying for birthdays and special 
occasions, and encouraging the children to come to the 
setting dressed in working clothes rather than their best, to 
avoid unnecessary damage and unnecessary expenditure. 
Many of these themes are taken up in the papers included 
in this edition of the journal.

In their “Pedagogy of Love” article, Alice and Paul Warwick 
draw on their considerable expertise in early years education 
and ESD to advocate a pedagogy of hope for young children. 
They argue powerfully that early years practitioners have a 
leading role in equipping children to live sustainable and 
caring lives, both in the present and in their futures. Using a 
six-dimensional butterfly model, Alice and Paul identify the 
centrality of values in ESD, such as care and compassion 
towards each other and the planet. They link this to the Early 
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, demonstrating 
that ESD is not an addition to our current provision, but a 
reorientation of what we currently do well in our settings. 
Alice and Paul suggest a playful approach to SDECCE, 
underpinned by optimistic and appreciative activities, that 
encourage us to tackle what may be potentially difficult and 
depressing sustainability topics, such as climate change and 
biodiversity loss, in a way that builds on children’s natural 
curiosity and sense of wonder at their world, and gives them 
ways to make a positive difference. They provide practical 
examples and a case study of a school to illustrate this 
approach and show us how to reorientate our pedagogy to 
place SDECCE at the heart of what we do. 

In our “Thinking global and acting local, and thinking 
local and acting global: Sustainable Development in Early 
Childhood Care and Education” paper, we identify the value 
and importance of entering into international school links 
and partnerships, as well as potential pitfalls and dangers. 
We argue that the development of global citizenship and 

solidarity has become a priority in supporting SDECCE.

Coltman and Whitebread’s paper: “ESD, enterprise, and 
the development of social entrepreneurs in the early years” 
provides guidance and examples of the kind of projects 
that are being carried out with young children to develop 
their knowledge and understanding of the economy. A few 
years ago, proposals were put forward to introduce more 
economics education, and especially education about 
credit, to children from the age of five onwards. There is a 
wide consensus that this is an area of the curriculum that 
has been neglected even if there are different motivations 
for this awareness. In this paper the projects show that 
the capabilities of children in early childhood are often 
underestimated.

Luff, Miles and Wangui’s report on a project concerned with 
Bat Conservation in the UK and Kenya provides an illustration 
of the OMEP UK-Kenya preschool partnership that is 
referred to in the previous paper. The project was typical 
of an integrated topic approach to an ESD theme that was 
applied across the full curriculum of the preschools. A further 
article  on “Leading for sustainabilty” by Jan Georgeson will 
appear in the next issue of the Journal. An “Epilogue” to 
this edition and some further resources are available in the 
members area of the Earl Education website.

John Siraj-Blatchford is an 
Honorary Professor of Early 
Childhood Education at 
Plymouth University, and he is 
currently seeking sponsors for 
walking the 630 mile South West 
Coastal Path in order to raise 
funds for teacher education 

for sustainable development 
through OMEP Kenya: https://mydonate.bt.com/
fundraisers/sirajblatchford 

Dr Valerie Huggins is an 
Associate Head in the Plymouth 
Institute of Education and a 
Lecturer in Early Childhood 
Studies.
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values oriented towards an active concern for 
the wellbeing of ourselves, each other and the 
wider world. Driving sustainability education, 
we would argue, is a pedagogy of love that can 
help to animate the duties of care for welfare 
that underpin the current EYFS framework. 
From this starting point unfold the two wings 
of ESD, each consisting of three dimensions. 
The first wing highlights the subject content 
of sustainability education that seeks to 
broaden children’s common understanding of 
the golden rule of treating others as we would 
like to be treated ourselves. The second 
wing highlights the pedagogical processes 
and spaces for learning that are deemed 
to be congruent with achieving these love-
based educational objectives. These mirror 
the characteristics of effective learning in 
the EYFS, ie creating and thinking critically, 
playing and exploring and active learning.

Considering each dimension in turn: 

1. The biosphere dimension 
Children learning to discover the 
interconnectivity between the wellbeing of 
people and the natural environment. 

This dimension seeks to acknowledge 
that our human wellbeing and ecological 
wellbeing are inextricably intertwined and 
need to be understood in relation to each 
other. This dimension gives greater emphasis 

to the development of ecological 
literacy in young learners; supports 
interdisciplinary learning and children 
learning from being immersed in 
nature. 

2. The spatial dimension 
Children learning to recognise the 
interconnectivity of life across place. 

Introduction
Sustainability education, or education 
for sustainable development (ESD) as it 
is commonly referred to, is increasingly 
being recognised as an essential element in 
quality education for the twenty-first century. 
This stems from an awareness of manifold 
threats to wellbeing, in both human and 
environmental terms, which our children 
today grow up in the midst of. In this context 
of a beautiful and yet broken world, the early 
years teacher has a vital and exciting role to 
play in helping to prepare young citizens for 
caring and compassionate roles in society; 
equipping them to participate in creating 
more sustainable futures. Consequently a 
growing body of work is helping to highlight 
the importance of sustainability education and 
the leading role early years practitioners can 
play in this area of educational reform (Davis 
and Elliott, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2010).

Sustainability education – key concepts 
and core dimensions
Interest in the concept of sustainable 
development has steadily grown over the 
last fifty years. In 1987 the term “sustainable 
development” was popularised in the report 
Our Common Future by the World Commission 
on Environment and Development (WCED). 
This defined sustainable development as:

Development which meets the needs of 
the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. (WCED, 1987) 

Today the term sustainable development 
remains contested with a broad range of 
definitions and descriptions. However there 
is growing consensus that the objective of 
sustainable development is wellbeing for 
all. This renewed interest in development 
for the flourishing of life requires that we all 
learn from an early age how to better balance 
environmental and societal considerations in 
our day-to-day living. 

Consequently, sustainable development 
has received a great deal of attention within 
education both nationally and internationally. 
The co-ordinated international movement 
towards sustainability education began 
in earnest following the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development 
held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1992. This 
resulted in the publication of Agenda 21, a 
comprehensive plan of action for reducing 
the impact of human behaviour on the 
environment, which identified education as 
having a key role to play. More recently, the 
United Nations embarked upon its Decade 
of Education for Sustainable Development 
(DESD) from 2005-2014. The DESD supported 
five fundamental types of learning – learning to 
know, learning to be, learning to live together, 
learning to do and learning to transform 
oneself and society. 

Despite international differences in 
interpretation and approach, Peterson and 
Warwick (2015) identify a number of core 
elements to ESD that provide some useful 
points of consideration for early years 
practitioners, as represented in Figure 1. 

This ESD butterfly model first acknowledges 
the centrality of values such as care and 
compassion. At the heart of ESD in the early 
years is explicit attention to children exploring 
notions of the common good, and considering 

Towards a pedagogy of love: 
sustainability education 
in the early years
Alice Warwick and Paul Warwick

Figure 1  
The ESD Butterfly Model  
(Peterson and Warwick, 2015:133)
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This aspect of ESD involves children 
considering their local, national and global 
interdependency. It seeks to develop pupils’ 
awareness of how our lives today are caught 
up in a network of mutuality that goes beyond 
local neighbourhoods and nation states. This 
dimension involves pupils in the early years 
considering the implications of concepts such 
as the “global village” and starting to explore 
their personal connections to worldwide 
issues of social justice, human rights, equality, 
inclusion and environmental stewardship.

3. The temporal dimension
Children learning to be mindful of the 
interconnectivity of life across time. 

This dimension involves children starting 
to appreciate the links between the past, 
present and future, and the connections 
that exist across generations. It encourages 
consideration of the implications of our 
lifestyles for future generations and the 
landscapes they will inherit. It advocates a 
long-term view being developed in decision-
making processes rather than just a short-
term mentality. It is also a dimension that 
seeks to engage pupils in notions of possible 
and preferable futures. 

4. The critical dimension 
Learning space to support children thinking 
critically about themselves and their place in 
the world.

This first of the pedagogical dimensions 
presents the need for early years pupils to 
develop their critical thinking capacities. 
Space is required for learners to begin to look 
at aspects of their lives through the multiple 
lenses of environmental, social, economic and 
political consideration, as well as to encounter 
less dominant points of view, such as those 
from indigenous cultures. This dimension 
encourages pupils to develop wisdom by 
carefully considering their own lives, why 
things are as they are, and how they could be 
viewed differently. 

5. The creative dimension 
Learning space to imagine new sustainable 
futures.

This pedagogical dimension recognises the 
importance of early years education nurturing 
children’s creativity. With the possibility 
that our early years pupils could live to see 
the turn of the next century, it is impossible 
for us as educators to foresee entirely how 
global challenges are going to play out in their 
lifetimes and the solutions they need to be 
educated about. Instead their ability to flourish 
as future citizens requires learning spaces 
that draw out their ability to solve problems 

collaboratively, imagine new ways of being 
and to be resilient in the face of unpredictable 
change. 

6. The active learning dimension 
Learning space to act and reflect collaboratively 
on sustainable living.

This pedagogical dimension prioritises holistic 
learning opportunities where children are able 
to experientially explore sustainability. Through 
the active learning process of seeking to make 
a difference where they live, early years pupils 
begin to develop the values, skills, knowledge 
and convivial relationships that sustainability 
seeks to nurture. This frames children as 
active social agents with the rights and 
capacities to participate in decision making 
about matters affecting them, as endorsed in 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. Engaging young learners in the 
process of conceptualising, planning, acting 
and reflecting helps them to develop the 
collective will, courage and wisdom necessary 
for the pursuit of more sustainable futures. 

Sustainability education as a source of 
hope in the early years 
The recent global interest in ESD can be 
traced back to a growing awareness of 
significant threats to present and future 
wellbeing. These systemic problems lie 
across the environmental, social, economic 
and political spheres. Commonly referred 
to issues of crisis include climate change, 
environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, 
pollution and waste, fresh water scarcity, 
extreme poverty, inequality, food and nutrition 
insecurity, disease and health risks (Peterson 
and Warwick, 2015). 

These issues of concern are often the focal 
point within sustainability education at 
secondary and post-16 levels. But we would 
argue in the early years setting teachers 
have a duty to protect children from being 
overburdened and weighed down by adult 
narratives of global peril. Instead the vital 
role of early years practitioners is to playfully 
engage children in optimistic and appreciative 
activities that will help to nurture the 
relationships and capacities that are needed 
for the journey ahead. The early years setting 
is a nurturing ground for children to develop 
their sense of wonder and innate curiosity 
about the natural world. It is also where they 
can actively experiment with their sense of 
collaborative agency and capacity to steward 
and serve the wellbeing of themselves, each 
other and the landscapes they inhabit. This 
frames sustainability education in the early 
years as seeking to innovate towards being 
a source of hope. This is where pupils learn 
through a playful exploration of their lifeworlds 

and act as active citizens; constructing 
in the classroom, school grounds and 
neighbourhood their own more preferable 
futures. 

Putting sustainability education into 
practice 
Reviews of the UN Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development highlight the 
alignment of sustainability education with an 
active and participatory pedagogy (UNESCO 
2012). Effective learning approaches in 
ESD are being found to build upon existing 
pedagogical traditions within the early  
years by employing a variety of creative 
activities such as storytelling, simulations, 
role-play, and community action. ESD 
can be seen to be advocating pupil-
centred approaches in order for learning 
to be provided in ways that are personally 
accessible, locally relevant and culturally 
appropriate. It is also promoting concepts of 
learning beyond the classroom with flexible 
and natural spaces for learning coming to 
the fore, as advocated by Forest Schools  
(www.forestschoolassociation.org). 

This is supporting early years practitioners 
to increasingly incorporate ESD into their 
teaching in a variety of innovative ways. 
Such as at Shakespeare Primary School in 
Plymouth, where they are currently exploring 
ways of engaging their early years pupils in 
outdoor learning spaces. This is to develop 
qualities such as an appreciation of their 
natural surroundings as exemplified by the 
gratitude tree activity illustrated above. The 
use of story telling and interaction with giant 
floor maps is also helping their foundation 
stage pupils to begin to explore the global 
dimension to their lives.

The gratitude tree – foundation year pupils 
creating their own leaves to celebrate the 
things they love and appreciate about the 
world in which they live
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Adopting an integrated approach to 
sustainability education 
Within nurseries and primary schools, 
sustainability education is best implemented 
through an integrated systemic approach. 
This encourages school leaders, staff, pupils 
and parents to carefully consider how ESD can 
be infused across the curriculum, campus, 
community and culture of the school. There 
are a variety of frameworks and models that 
can be used to support this approach, such 
as UNICEF’s Rights Respecting School Award 
Scheme, as referred to by Babette Brown and 
Vicky Hutchin in the 2015 Spring edition of 
this Journal on equality and inclusion. Other 
useful frameworks include the Sustainable 
Schools Initiative developed by the DCSF 
under the previous UK Labour government 
and the international eco-schools initiative 
administered in England by Keep Britain Tidy. 
Outlined below is an example of one school’s 
integrated approach to infusing sustainability 
education across the whole institution.

Case Study: Sustainability at Silverhill 
Primary School, Derbyshire UK 
Silverhill Primary School is an example of a 
leading sustainable school within the UK. 
Led by the school’s headteacher, Kate Nash, 
the school has driven forwards sustainability 
education through the collective vision and 
endeavours of staff, pupils and parents. The 
school has sought to place sustainability at 
the centre of its philosophy and ethos partly 
through drawing from the DCSF Sustainable 
Schools Framework. This framework has 
proved useful in its connections to the 
school’s overarching wellbeing agenda and 
its conceptualisation of ESD as involving 
pupils learning to:

Care for oneself
Care for each other (across cultures, 
distances and generations) 
Care for the environment (both near and 
far). 

(DCSF, 2008:4)

The framework identifies eight sustainability 
doorways that helped school staff to think 
beyond subject based curricula and identify 
topic-based learning opportunities. The eight 
doorways being:

food and drink XX

travel and trafficXX

buildings and groundsXX

energy and waterXX

purchasing and wasteXX

inclusion and participationXX

local wellbeingXX

global dimensionXX

 
Sustainability forms a core aspect of an 
enriched extra-curricular provision for all 
pupils at the school. This has involved the 

school utilising a vast array of learning spaces 
beyond the classroom. So each class within the 
school has a responsibility of stewardship for 
a variety of outdoor learning spaces including 
bird boxes, a large chicken coup, a willow 
dome, wildflower meadow, composting site, 
hedgehog homes, a pond and an allotment. 
The school also encourages pupils being 
empowered as agents of change through its 
Eco-Committee that involves pupils in energy 
monitoring, recycling, fair trade drives and 
the provision of a Healthy Tuck Shop. Each 
classroom displays their own “Environmental 
Promises” and Eco-Code mission statement. 

As a result of its pioneering work in this area, 
in 2013 Silverhill Primary School became 
one of the first schools in England to be 
awarded Eco-Schools Ambassador status 
by Keep Britain Tidy. This was in recognition 
of the school implementing the Eco-Schools 
seven step process that includes setting up 
an Eco-Schools Committee, conducting 
an environmental review, drafting an action 
plan, monitoring and evaluating changes, 
integrating environmental and sustainability 
education into the curriculum, informing and 
involving peers and the local community, and 
producing an Eco-Code mission statement 
(www.eco-schools.org). 

Conclusion
Children today need to develop an array 
of critical and creative competencies to be 
resilient and innovative citizens in the face 
of pressing issues of global crisis, the extent 
of which already transcend international 
boundaries and stretch across generational 
periods of time. Following on from its Decade 
of Education for sustainable development 
the UN has re-asserted its commitment to 
sustainability education as a vital element 
in quality education by recently launching 
its Global Action Programme on ESD. This 
frames ESD as empowering learners to:

Take informed decisions and responsible 
actions for environmental integrity, 
economic viability and a just society, for 
present and future generations, while 
respecting cultural diversity. 

(UNESCO, 2014:12) 

We would argue that early years education has 
a vital role to play in laying the foundations for 
this educational reform agenda.

The radical proposal that ESD makes is that 
in the twenty-first century a new pedagogy of 
love is required, where children embark upon 
the journey of critically and creatively reading 
their worlds. This is in order to develop the 
intellectual awareness, caring dispositions 
and compassionate relationships that 
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enable them to construct new futures, which 
support life flourishing in all its diverse forms. 
It represents an approach to the EYFS that 
places an active concern for the common good 
at the very centre of the purpose of education. 
This radical agenda of innovation requires 
that educators receive significant training 
and support, and early years practitioners 
are able to draw from organisations such as 
Sustainability and Environmental Education 
(SEEd) specifically set up for this task 
(www.se-ed.co.uk/edu/). But we would also 
wish to argue that early years practitioners 
already have much to offer the field of ESD, 
due to their familiarity with and expertise in 
the creative, interdisciplinary and student-
centred pedagogies ESD promotes as apt 
for engaging learners of all ages. Therefore 
practitioners in the early years have a vital role 
to play as agents of change for sustainability 
in education today.

Alice Warwick is an Early Years 
Teacher at Shakespeare Primary 
School in Plymouth and Paul 
Warwick helps to lead the Centre 
for Sustainable Futures at Plymouth 
University.



9

Education for sustainable 
development through 
international partnerships

In the 1960s and 1970s it was common to 
talk about "thinking global and acting local”. 
That was a time when the environmental 
problems we were facing were all around 
us – air and water pollution, unsustainable 
landfill practices, industrial effluent. There has 
been progress, but increasingly governments 
around the world have become more 
aware of much bigger threats, like that of 
climate change, which require international 
cooperation and collaboration at a level we 
have never known before. Even if everyone in 
the minority world of northern Europe, the UK, 
and the USA quickly became carbon neutral 
and we stopped adding to global warming it 
would already be too late for us on our own to 
avoid the natural feedback systems that can 
accelerate the warming effects. 

In the circumstances, “thinking global and 
acting local” is no longer sufficient; ESD needs 
to promote global citizenship and solidarity. 
Being a citizen means accepting the rights 
and responsibilities of being a member of a 
community. In some settings around the world 
teachers are aware of their responsibility to the 
diversity in the local community around them. 
In far fewer so far, this caring for the local 
community extends to humanity as a whole, 
to global diversity, and to the needs of Earth 
as a whole.  But such recognition of global 
interdependence is profoundly important in 
collectively dealing with the environmental 
and biological challenges that we face.  We 
need to be thinking locally and acting globally 
as well as thinking globally and acting locally. 

Arguably, such a promotion of global citizenship 
presents the most significant ongoing 
challenge to early childhood education. One 
way that we have been trying to achieve 
this in practice has been in creating learning 
partnerships between children, students and 
practitioners in the UK and in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Some of these are part of the British 
Council’s Connecting Classrooms initiative 
(British Council, 2014) and some are supported 

by World Organisation for Early Childhood 
(OMEP). One example of this work has been 
the Exeter Ethiopia Link which supports 
up to 20 Devon school links with settings 
in Nekemte in Ethiopia. Originally involving 
mainly primary children, the introduction of 
schooling for children aged 4-6 in Ethiopia is 
now giving the schools involved a stronger 
focus on early education. Another project has 
been the OMEP partnership between a similar 
number of preschools in East Dorset and in 
Kenya. 

There have often been unchallenged 
assumptions that such initiatives will 
necessarily be of benefit for everyone 
involved. Indeed the conceptual construction 
of Connecting Classrooms seems to imply 
that both parties will benefit in a similar way 
through simply learning about each other, 
However, viewed through a sustainability 
lens, the two sets of communities clearly 
have different concerns.  In the majority world 
contexts of Ethiopia and Kenya, the focus 
of survival and sustainability is largely short-
term, emphasising access to basic education, 
health-care, nutrition and sanitation, while 
in the over-developed world it is on how to 
develop what we have without compromising 
further the needs of the children of the future. 
We are learning that such differences of 
emphasis can raise complex issues.

A key voice in this debate, Vanessa Andreotti 
(2011:147), has argued that school links of 
this kind have the potential to:

provide an exciting and highly motivating 
opportunity to enable learners to engage 
ethically and productively with complex 
and interdependent processes that shape 
global/local contexts, identities and 
struggles for justice today and to build 
global solidarity. 

But they must be undertaken using a 
critical approach based upon a postcolonial 

perspective. Postcolonial theory argues that 
we substantially create who we are by defining 
who we are not. The inevitable recognition of 
difference resulting from European/Western 
exploration and colonisation has led to 
minority world ideas, values and customs 
being projected as superior to those of the 
majority world (Bennett, 2009) and so to the 
notion of a "civilising" mission on the part of 
the minority world, a notion still seen in the 
underlying discourses of global education in 
the National Curriculum (DfES, 2005) and in 
the Global Link programme (DfID, 2011), as 
well as in much media coverage of events in 
the majority world. All too often countries and 
people in the majority world are frequently 
portrayed as inadequate and incompetent, 
and this encourages responses based upon 
intervention, aid, and attempts to impose 
minority world practices, regardless of their 
unsuitability in the local context. 

Andreotti (2006) suggests that well-meaning 
initiatives can have unintended consequences 
if embarked upon uncritically. First, such links 
too easily promote a “multicultural approach” 
based on a limited knowledge of customs 
and cultural artefacts, thus encouraging 
stereotyping and an emphasis on the surface 
differences between peoples, rather than an 
intercultural and postcolonial one with its 
focus on our shared humanity and the flow 
of ideas between and among cultural groups 
(Cantle, 2012). Secondly, UK practitioners 
may want to "harvest" the cultural resources 
of the Ethiopian and Kenyan settings in 
order to enhance their curriculum and gain 
an international award and the approval of 
Ofsted.  In doing so, the teachers may well 
"romanticise" aspects of Ethiopian/Kenyan 
culture that are appealing, in a "saris and 
samosas", tip of the cultural iceberg way. They 
also expect these aspects to stay rooted in the 
past, without recognition of the changing and 
ever-evolving nature of cultures. For example, 
most Ethiopians and Kenyans now wear 
Western clothes rather than traditional dress 

Valerie Huggins and John Siraj-Blatchford
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and are frequently passionately interested 
in English football and the UK pop scene.  
Partnerships have to avoid cultural nostalgia 
and the projection of inaccurate images when 
they teach about similarities as well as cultural 
differences. 

Yet another danger of school links is that the UK 
teachers may perceive their African partners as 
deficient/inferior in their approaches because 
of their lack of resources, reflecting Bhabha’s 
moral imperative to "improve" the Other as a 
civilising mission, and making the giving of 
material resources a major dynamic of the 
relationship. This can become an assertion of 
minority world cultural supremacy, privileging 
Western knowledge and pedagogy (Andreotti, 
2011). These messages are easily transmitted 
through to the UK children and can lead to 
the replication of unhelpful stereotypes and 
practices, based on the discourses of aid. 
But it is often not sufficiently appreciated 
that these discourses can also have negative 
effects upon the recipients, who may see the 
link as a way of obtaining money and other 
material resources. Moreover, it may reinforce 
a self-definition of themselves as victims of 
colonialism who are therefore "entitled" to 
compensation, a stance which can weaken 
their responsibility and willingness to make 
more use of the increasing wealth and 
resources of their own country and continent.

What is clearly needed is for UK schools to 
be prompted to undertake a rigorous and 
continuous self-critique on North/South 
power, Western supremacy and the origins 
of inequalities in labour and resources and 
ethnocentric benevolence. This begs the 
question of how this can be done in early 
childhood settings in a way that is meaningful 
and relevant for young children.  There are 
certainly challenges to be recognised on 
both sides of the partnership to this way 
of promoting the pillars of ESD. One is that 
it requires a critical examination of both the 
Western and the African construction of 
knowledge, beliefs and values, when often 
the Western knowledge is privileged and the 
African marginalised. The issues of inequalities 
in wealth and in power relationships must also 
be recognised when linking settings in the 
UK and in Africa. The British Council (2014) is 
very clear in its guidelines that the Connecting 
Classrooms initiative is about cultural 
exchange and sharing experiences for mutual 
benefit. We would argue that the motives of 
such a link need to be clearly negotiated from 
the outset. This may involve challenging many 
preconceptions and assumptions, particularly 
if the partnership involves a setting from a 
majority world low-income community.

In many of the Kenyan and Ethiopian links the 

potential problem of encouraging culturally 
chauvinist and patronising attitudes through 
charitable giving on the one hand, and in 
fostering attitudes of dependency on the 
other were addressed from the start. With 
the Exeter-Nekemte links, such an approach 
was constantly under pressure from both 
sides. Once the practitioners in the UK 
become aware of the lack of resources and 
basic facilities, such as toilets, in their link 
school, they often initiate fund-raising events. 
This could be critiqued as an extension of 
the colonial responsibility to “help”, leading 
to an increased self-worth and increased 
respect within their own communities for 
their charitable benevolence.  But could it be 
interpreted in a positive way through the lens of 
sustainability? One partner in the link provides 
some finance for the other to make their lives 
more sustainable through improved health. 
The receiving community contributes labour 
and local expertise to the project. The same 
happens with providing spring capping. The 
children in Ethiopia gain considerably through 
improved health and by not having to spend 
so much time and energy collecting water, 
while the English children learn about their 
responsibilities towards water being a world 
resource which is precious and they need 
to use sparingly and reuse when possible. 
It opens up the potential for the Ethiopian 
children to critique the overconsumption that 
can occur when water comes freely out of a 
tap in everyone’s homes, and to challenge 
their aspirations for a Western lifestyle, 
which will potentially compromise the future 
of their local environment. This one example 
highlights the complexity of the global/local 
processes that can be critiqued even by very 
young children through such shared projects. 

Another issue to be tackled was the 
expectation, on both sides, that the UK 
schools would provide a continuing stream of 
classroom resources, often things superfluous 
or discarded. Instead, these resources were 
critically evaluated, in open and equal dialogue, 
in terms of their suitability for the Ethiopian 
or Kenyan contexts and then replicated 
using locally sourced materials. In Devon, 
many settings use mini whiteboards and 
marker pens for early literacy. The teachers in 
Nekemte could see the potential for reusable 
boards in supporting exploratory mark-
making, especially with very limited access to 
paper and pens. A local group of carpenters 
with disabilities was commissioned to make 
hundreds of mini-blackboards. This has now 
become a sustainable business. They are now 
making a range of resources for mathematics 
too, and the schools are less reliant upon a 
continuous supply of donations.

In the case of the UK-Kenyan preschools 

the partnership is focused on the sharing of 
ESD curriculum resources. Communication 
between the preschools was initially carried 
out directly using text messaging and 
occasionally email (where available). But each 
pair of preschools has also been provided with 
a secure (password protected) web page and 
the English preschools are being encouraged 
to provide some help to their partners in getting 
online.  The OMEP partnership project team in 
the UK and Kenya provide all the preschools 
with practical ideas on how they can support 
their partners and they circulate information on 
joint projects, eg  www.globalhandwashingday.
org.uk and other ESD themes and projects. 
The UK preschools benefit significantly from 
the illustrations of innovative recycling and the 
reuse of resources that they draw from Kenya, 
the Kenyan preschools have so far gained 
most significantly in terms of their introduction 
to new pedagogical models and resources. 

The partnerships were developed with a 
view to achieving social, economic and 
environmental sustainability through "carbon 
partnerships" where both parties support 
each other in achieving convergence in their 
environmental impact (measured through 
carbon emissions) to achieve their "fair earth 
share"  within global limits. Many resources 
are now available to support schools and 
other institutions in accounting for their 
carbon footprints, and in the UK and in many 
other nations a government minister has been 
appointed to provide leadership and direction 
in encouraging such efforts. Preschools 
seeking to reduce their footprint need to look 
at many different aspects of their lives, eg their 
energy use, their use of transport, food, waste, 
what they buy, potential for recycling, etc.  The 
partnerships provide a means by which the 
UK children and wider preschool communities 
can compare their situation to those commonly 
experienced in Africa.

The UK and Kenyan partners are therefore 
encouraged to provide mutual support to their 
partners by:

providing support in sustaining and XX

developing the preschool provision 
developing resources and curriculum XX

reducing (where appropriate) carbon XX

footprints 
sharing knowledge and ideasXX

listening and learning from each otherXX

gaining strength from the knowledge XX

shared concerns
fund raising (when appropriate) for justice XX

rather than charity.
 
The Carbon Partners model turns the idea 
of fundraising “out of kindness” around by 
showing that, based on carbon usage, the 
school in the global North might initially be 
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considered to be providing compensation to 
their partner school!

It seems clear that if such initiatives as 
Connecting Classrooms are to promote ESD 
they must involve stronger and more critical 
examination of current taken-for-granted 
approaches. The conceptual framework 
that we find useful to support this work 
is Andreotti’s critical literacy (Andreotti & 
Warwick, 2007). Drawing on the work of 
Spivak, she puts forward a four-stage model 
(Andreotti, 2011), aspects of which we can 
illustrate by a Journey to School Project 
carried out by the children in a school in Devon 
and one in Nekemte in Ethiopia. This started 
with a fundamental process of learning to 
unlearn. In this, we become aware of our 
own views and perspectives, of their dangers 
and limitations, recognising that they come 
from our own contexts. This allows a deeper 
recognition that although we are different from 
others in our own contexts, we share much in 
common.

The children in each of the schools started 
the Project by sharing their experiences of 
their journey from home with each other in 
their own class, using a mix of photographs, 
drawings and talking. In Devon, the school 
was in a large village on the edge of a city. 
The children had quite short journeys, mostly 
by car as the parents dropped them off 
on their way into work, with some children 
walking accompanied by their parents. The 
partner school in Nekemte was in a rural 
area several kilometres from the town. All 
the children walked but the distances varied. 
They walked with other children and very few 
were accompanied by their parents. 

 The next stage, learning to listen, involved 
the children in making comparisons of 
experiences within their own community, 
considering the benefits and disadvantages 
of their choice of transport. Using the concept 
of carbon footprint the teachers encouraged 
the children to consider the environmental 
impact of their journey. 

The children then learned to learn from the 
perspectives of others through the exchange 
of letters, drawings and scribed photos on 
the topic of My Journey to School from the 
linked school. The teachers encouraged the 
children to consider the journeys through 
a sustainability lens and then to reconsider 
their own experiences. Andreotti’s fourth step 

is learning to reach out. The children were 
helped to take their new understanding about 
the economic, environment and social impact 
of their journeys to question their taken-for-
granted travel patterns and reflect upon how 
these might affect people elsewhere in the 
world. 

Having undertaken this curriculum project, the 
children move on to another, with the Devon 
school and the Nekemte school taking turns 
to identify the topic and engage in another 
cycle. As Andreotti (2011:230) notes:

once one has learnt to reach out in one 
context, one is ready to start a new cycle 
of unlearning, listening, learning and 
reaching out again at another level.  

Such a critical literacy approach to ESD 
will impact both upon the children and the 
practitioners. The children will begin to gain 
different perspectives of complex global/local 
processes such as recycling and recognise 
the implications of their own beliefs and 
actions. They will start to make responsible 
and conscious choices in the way they behave 
and to form ethical and caring relationships 
with people in their own community and 
beyond (Andreotti, 2011). ECCE practitioners, 
including teacher educators, will need to 
incorporate the three Pillars of Sustainability 
into all areas of their work. This will mean 
adopting a whole-setting approach in which 
everyday actions and routines such as 
recycling, saving energy and water, and giving 
children a voice in decision-making, will show 
them that they can make a difference within 
the pattern of their lives. Practitioners must 
also offer project-based work (Ji & Stumcke 
2014) on sustainability topics that will 
provoke critical discussion, problem solving 
and systemic thinking. Underpinning this will 
of necessity be the promotion of intercultural 
capabilities such as empathy, curiosity and 
respect for diversity and difference (Barrett 
2013) to ensure that cultural encounters are 
beneficial to all.  

In this article our intention has not been 
prescriptive in telling you what should be 
thought or believed. Our intention has been 
to raise greater awareness of the benefits 
and limitations, even dangers, of international 
partnerships. From our experiences, we are 
hoping to open up sites of dialogue and 
spaces for reflection for you to choose to take 
these ideas forward in a way that fits for your 
community.

We have estimated that a typical Kenyan preschool  
has a carbon footprint of about 3kg per child

For a typical UK preschool, we estimate the carbon footprint to be about 600kg
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Most popular definitions of education 
for sustainable development (ESD) make 
reference to the foundational “pillars” of 
environmental education, social and cultural 
education, and economics education that it 
draws upon. In fact early childhood education 
has a long history of supporting children’s 
learning, love and awareness of the outdoor 
environment and many schools and preschool 
settings have significantly developed their 
“outdoor classrooms” in recent years:

Many schools now have gazebos and 
outdoor working tables to facilitate outdoor 
learning, and mazes, tunnels and huts made 
from living willow wands are sprouting in 
profusion. Wildlife areas vary from formally 
designated sites, with fences, pond, and 
seats to a log in an unmown patch of 
grass with a tree swathed in knitting wool: 
“What can you add to the weaving tree?” 
(Coltman, 2015:278).

In the UK, early childhood education has also 
made significant progress over the years in 
embracing diversity and difference and most 
schools aim to value multicultural ideas and 
acknowledge a range of religious traditions 
and beliefs (Heath, 2015). While these 
provisions in early childhood environmental 
and social and cultural education continue 
to provide challenges and certainly require 
further development in the future, it is arguably 
economics education in early childhood that is 
currently least developed. It is often argued that 
an education that promotes thrift (or frugality) 
simultaneously supports the development 
of positive environmental values and pro-
environmental behaviour. It is sobering to 
think that while many schools and preschools 
a century ago will have empathised with the 
importance of these virtues, they are rarely 
referred to in policy statements or curriculum 
materials today. So how can we develop 
an effective and appropriate economics 
education for sustainable development? Ross 
(1995) considered the implications of young 

children learning in a consumerist and post-
industrialist society and showed how children 
benefit from an approach that builds upon 
their own experiences and understandings. 
In Coltman et al (2015) we have argued that 
young children’s learning will be enhanced 
when: 

the content of the curriculum is XX

“meaningful” to them and related to 
their existing knowledge and interests 
they are XX active participants in 
their learning rather than just 
passive recipients; they should have 
opportunities to make their own 
decisions about their learning 
they are encouraged to indulge XX

their natural inclination to engage in 
imaginative play related to significant 
life experiences 
they are XX emotionally secure because there 
is continuity and good communication 
between the worlds of home and school.  

One effective way that we have found to 
achieve this, and simultaneously develop 
children’s knowledge and understanding of 
the economic world has been through the 
use of integrated, topic-based Enterprise 
Projects. A typical Enterprise Project involves 
taking some kind of adult “enterprise” activity 
or work place as a project starting point, 
and providing an opportunity for children to 
explore and investigate it, in part by carrying 
out a similar kind of enterprise themselves 
(DES, 1990). Many of these projects have 
been reported elsewhere (see Coltman et 
al, 2015). All the projects have involved the 
following basic elements: 

a visit to a local workplace to find out, XX

by a variety of means, about the kinds 
of work carried out and the people who 
worked there 
the children engaging in a related, XX

small, real enterprise of their own, which 
involved research, planning, production, 
advertising, accounting etc 

opportunities for the children to represent XX

their experiences for themselves in 
a variety of ways, through talk, play, 
drawing, modelling and writing 
a fixed end point in the form of XX

an event towards which children 
could work and to which friends 
and families could be invited.  

We have been particularly concerned in 
these projects to ensure that content of the 
curriculum has been “meaningful” to the 
children and has been related to their existing 
knowledge and interests. From a child’s 
point of view teaching and learning in the 
classroom can often appear over formal and 
purposeless. Research over three decades 
has provided evidence of the problem:

Research in relation to both language (Tizard 
& Hughes, 1984) and mathematics (Hughes, 
1986) has demonstrated that most children 
find the informal, “real” world of the home 
and the community a much more conducive 
environment for learning than the artificial and, 
from the child’s point of view, “meaningless” 
tasks of traditional schooling (Coltman et al, 
2015).

A wide range of tasks that relate to “real” 
purposes within the context of real-world 
situations and problems can be developed, 
and the “authenticity” of the Enterprise 
Projects has been particularly rewarding 
because of the localness and familiarity of 
the workplaces that the children have visited. 
The projects involved the children in real 
maths activities including book-keeping and 
accounting, the measurement of ingredients 
for refreshments, handling real money, etc. All 
of the projects managed to make a profit.

The children were confronted with the  
simple realities of costs, prices, consumer 
preferences, profits and losses throughout 
the projects. Our records are full of 
fascinating discussions we held with 

ESD, enterprise, and the 
development of social 
entrepreneurs in the early years
Penny Coltman and David Whitebread
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children, particularly when they had to make 
decisions about pricing, for example. How 
much profit was it fair to make? What price 
would people pay for a newspaper? Children 
had to use their real-world knowledge 
to help them solve these problems  
(ibid). 

The work roles and processes were emulated 
authentically and the children were active 
participants in their learning and not just 
passive recipients. They were given the 
opportunity to make their own decisions 
about their learning and develop a real feeling 
of ownership and empowerment:

The children made choices collectively 
about such matters as the name of the 
cake stall they set up and ran, which story 
to do as a puppet play, how to spend the 
profit made by their enterprise and so on. 
Individually and in small groups they made 
a whole range of sophisticated decisions – 
about what to charge for postcards on sale 
in the museum “shop”, about the content 
and layout of their page in the class 
newspaper, about how many tickets to 
print for the puppet show, what information 
to include in the programmes and so 
on. Many of these decisions involved 
considerable research and discussion. The 
mechanism of company board meetings 
was also used within some of the projects 
as a way of helping the children to review 
progress and discuss and plan the work 
still to be done (ibid).

While these projects were not originally 
framed as ESD activities, references were 
often made to sustainability issues and their 
relevance in demonstrating the pedagogic 
principles and the capabilities demonstrated 
by the children involved is important. In 2010 
public attention was drawn to the actions of a 
7-year-old-boy from West London. Apparently, 
after watching the devastating effects of 
the recent earthquake in Haiti on television, 
Charlie Simpson decided that he wanted to 
make some money to buy food, water and 
tents. Charlie decided that to do this he would 
cycle five miles (8km) around a park near his 
home to raise funds for UNICEF’s earthquake 
appeal. He hoped to raise £500 but media 
attention soon resulted in him raising more 
than £160,000. Young children like Charlie 
Simpson show the potential for developing 
social entrepreneurs from an early age.

Whether we look forward to a capitalist or 
post-capitalist green economy, it is certain 
that we do need entrepreneurs. The term was 
first coined by Jean Baptiste Say, a French 
economist in the 19th century who argued 

that entrepreneurs were people who shifted 
economic resources out of an area of lower, 
and into an area of higher productivity and 
greater yield. Entrepreneurs, by this definition, 
create value. An entrepreneur is a person who 
has the ability to recognise opportunities of 
benefit to an enterprise or community, and the 
will and the capacity to undertake appropriate 
innovative action, while accepting any 
associated risks. It has often been observed 
that it takes courage to be an entrepreneur, 
and cool thinking. 

Entrepreneurs should be recognised as a 
dynamic force in any economy. The term 
“social entrepreneurship” has also been 
increasingly applied over the years. This 
is typically defined as an individual who 
measures success in terms of impact rather 
than profit. It can be either within an overall 
“for-profit” or a “not-for-profit” organisation. 
In the early days of the commercial recycling 
of aluminium, companies sometimes 
approached schools offering to pay by the 
kilo for all of the drinks cans that could be 
collected. On at least one occasion, 4-year-
olds were engaged in creating a project 
that looked at recycling in general, 
and on the material properties 
of aluminium as well. 
The children created a 
competition as an incentive 
for children across the 
school to collect as 
many cans for recycling 
as possible and they 
decided themselves how 
the money should be spent.  
A concerted effort was made 
to engage parents and the wider 
community in the project. The children 
were so enterprising in their strategies for the 
collection that a sizable sum was soon raised. 
Some of the income was spent on purchasing 
more recycling bins to support the continuing 
project. All aspects were discussed with the 
children through focused classroom meetings, 
and in the school council (Siraj-Blatchford and 
Siraj-Blatchford, 1995). 

The Real Ideas Organisation (RIO) is a 
pioneering social enterprise that supports 
schools in developing challenge-based 
and enterprise learning in the south-west of 
England. In one of their projects developed at 
the Victoria Park Primary Academy, Sandwell 
where the early years class were already 
familiar with taking on enterprising outcomes, 
the children actively use the TASC: Thinking 
Actively in a Social Context wheel (Wallace, 
2012). The learning wheel was used to 
structure the activity, managing the children’s 

thinking, and their time, to keep them focused 
throughout the task. They work out what the 
task is that they are looking to achieve, they 
think about the ideas that they have for this 
and what the best idea is. During this time, 
teachers expose children to experiences and 
learning to aid their connection to ideas and 
the world around them.

The children explored how charities help 
people, and the world around them such as 
local farms, local shops and cafes to decide 
how they might help. They decided that they 
wanted to run their own café to support a 
local charity. The children were able to learn 
about where food comes from and how 
their café could serve food from the farms. 
During one of their experience visits, the 
children went to a local charity that supported 
farm animals that had been neglected. The 
children decided with the teachers that if they 
could make some money from their café, they 
would sponsor one of the sheep to help them 
have a happy life.

Back at school, the children worked with the 
school chef to create the café. They 

planned the menu, and role played 
cafes so that they knew how 

to wait at the tables and to 
serve the food. They baked 
heart shaped biscuits, 
pizzas and cheese twists. 
The café made enough 
money for the children to 
sponsor their sheep, and 

they were able to name the 
sheep – and their chosen 

name was Gary Baa-low:

Our pop up cafe social enterprise 
provided the children with the opportunity 
to think about how they could help others 
in the community by selling something they 
had made themselves. We used the TASC 
wheel to help us plan each stage. The 
children really enjoyed making the different 
foods and then selling them to their parents. 
Mrs Harrison, Year Reception Class 
teacher.

Penny Coltman and David Whitebread 
are Senior Lecturers at the University 
of Cambridge. 
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As their introduction to the project, the 
children at Sunbeams also sent a cuddly toy 
bat to Kenya together with a picture story 
book about bats, and a YouTube video link 
showing features of the project that they 
had carried out in the UK.  In Kenya, Nakuru 
West Preschool decided to join their partner 
friends in making bats using their own locally 
available recycled materials which included 
charcoal for black colour, papers for wings, 
and cardboards from toilet rolls for the bats 
body, sticks, strings, and blunt pins. The 
teachers also made a makeshift house for the 
children’s toy bats. As they carried out the 
activity, the teachers engaged in a dialogue 
with the children who learnt how bats cuddle 
together and hang upside down in their 
houses during the day as they sleep, and go 
out during the night to eat mosquitoes and 
moths. The children said they were happy 
to learn about the bats and how important 
they were to their lives. They also learnt that 
as long as the bats eat the mosquitoes less 
children would get sick and they will always 
be happy, healthy and able to attend school. 
Children also learnt how good it is for them to 
make sure they protect the environment and 
the bat habitats. They also learnt songs about 
the bats, one song supported their numeracy, 
and they sang it counting about how bats went 
out one day and what  happened to them. The 
teachers were also happy to learn more about 
the bats and decided to work together and to 
keep reminding the children about the bats. 
After we carried out the bat-making activity 
each child was given an opportunity to go 
and put the bat he or she  had made in the 
makeshift habitat.

The children were happy to learn that bats 
sleep upside down. It was a very interesting 
activity and the children said they would look 
to see the bats and see if they were eating 
mosquitoes. The teachers also learnt that it 
is important to make things out of recycled 
materials for teaching ensuring that children 

The UK-Kenya Preschool Partnerships were 
developed as a World OMEP pilot project 
in 2012 to encourage partnerships and the 
activities presented in this paper are based 
upon an ESD project carried out in September 
2014 at Alderholt Sunbeams Nursery and 
Nakuru West Preschool in the Rift Valley of 
Kenya. 

This fully integrated curriculum three week 
project was developed with the support in 
the UK of a local woodland educator and 
forest school instructor, Zoe Miles, who was 
able to draw upon her expert knowledge of 
the local bat population and their habitats. 
All bats are protected in the UK and bat 
conservation projects exist around the world 
including in Kenya where conservation 
protection organisations raise the profile of 
the importance of this species. Bats are some 
of the main pollinators of fruits in Africa, and 
are insectivorous in both countries, reducing 
disease and pests in agriculture. In Kenya two 
of their rarest bats are Cardioderma cor  (Insect 
bat) and Epomophorus whalbergi (Fruit bat) 
and they pollinate over 500 species of fruits and 
plants, including mango, banana and cocoa, 
some of the most economically important 
fruits in Africa. Unfortunately because bats 
have an association with Halloween here, and 
in some areas of Africa they are seen as evil 
and disease carriers, their image is not good. 
The Kenyan Bat Conservation Trust (Kenbats) 
have been calling upon educators  to help 
reduce the myths surrounding them.  While 
concentrating on one particular species of 
animal and focussing on an environmental 
issue, this project highlights many aspects 
of ESD on a global and local level. It also 
reflects the digital age in which we live and 
recognises the importance of technology in 
environmental education through the use 
of bat detecting equipment, and the use 
of a “mosquito repellent” smart phone app 
to demonstrate how high frequency sound 
becomes inaudible. 

Children of preschool age learn through 
playful involvement, absorb information from 
their surroundings and retain these memories 
by fully participating in activities. From 
these types of experience they will become 
agents of change and be empowered, 
throughout life, to understand and protect 
their natural world for a sustainable future. 
The Education for Sustainable Development 
project was focused on encouraging positive 
dispositions towards bat conservation and 
learning through making things. The children 
learnt about bat behaviours by making 
bat models using recycled materials. The 
children made model bats with flappy wings 
that hung upside down around the classroom 
for counting and other integrated curriculum 
activities. Following sessions with Zoe they 
learnt about bats and about bat behaviours, 
and they found out about where bats live, 
they also started making their own model 
bats and then bat habitats using recycled 
materials. 

Zoe provided an evening of bat observations 
with parents using Heterodyne detectors that 
make the bat calls audible to the human ear. 
It was a thrilling evening with both Pipistrelle 
and Noctule bats being identified.

The children discussed: Why do bats hang 
upside down? What do UK bats eat? How do 
they stay up? Are they birds or animals? Why 
do bats matter? The children were taught a 
Bat and Moth Game that introduced them 
to the idea that bats use their hearing to 
find their prey. A video on echolocation was 
shown. The children learnt songs about bats, 
they dressed up in black wings and played 
in the bat cave and the project ended with a 
presentation to Zoe of what the children had 
achieved. The children showed her the final 
bat ‘houses’ that they had made. She had 
brought along a bat box and fitted it to a tree 
in the preschool grounds to provide a roost 
to support conservation. 

A bat conservation 
project in the 
UK and Kenya
Paulette Luff, Zoe Miles and Cicilia Wangui
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were fully engaged in the manipulation of 
such materials to have a clear view of what 
it entailed. 
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References and resources
An example of the Bat and Moth Game is 

illustrated on:  
http://youtu.be/c89D3JU57LY  

Echolocation:  
http://youtu.be/bAvoz_ofoeo 

Books: http://www.greenbooks.co.uk/
Book/474/Learning-with-Nature.html    
http://www.walker.co.uk/Bat-Loves-
the-Night-9781406343571.aspx  

While Ultrasonic mosquito repellents 
may not be for their declared purpose 
(see http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
magazine-20669080), some of 
these smart phone apps do provide 
a means of demonstrating how, as 
sound frequency gets higher, the 
sound becomes inaudible to humans. 
There are also “signal generator” 
apps but they don’t offer the added 
value to debunking the repellent myth 

(apparently they might even attract 
more mosquitos).

Find out more about the project at http://
zoemiles.org/blog/ and access other 
free environmental advice. The project 
videos can be found at: 
http://youtu.be/w19GMXRAd70 
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bAvoz_ofoeo&feature=youtu.
be   
https://www.facebook.com/omep.
kenya.page/posts/752322448138057  
https://327sustainability.wordpress.
com/2015/02/15/bats-conservation-
and-learning-through-making-things/ 
http://www.ecesustainability.org 
provides a collection of ESD in ECCE 
resources and a means of sharing 
good practice.

ACTIVITY SUMMARY
EYFS - Areas of Learning  
and Development

RESOURCES

Introducing Bats to children – Story
for three weeks,  Twice a week

C&L – Listening to stories with 
increased attention.
Lit - Repetition of words with 
the children each week
UW – Becoming familiar with 
the natural world around.

Story Book – Bat loves the 
Night with Bat Toy to go 
to Kenya

Bats love Bugs – Following from a bug 
hunt in the grounds from educator

Maths – Bug to be placed in 
numbered baskets 1-5, count 
out and place with support.

Rubber bugs
Laminated habitat

The children learnt about the positions 
of the bats in their homes (habitats) and 
how bats “hang upside down”.  They 
made their bats and hung them around 
the nursery.

EA&D – Make a bat that 
hangs.  Egg box for younger 
children and toilet roll for older 
ones.  Exploring using various 
construction materials.

Egg boxes. Toilet rolls, 
Pipe cleaners, Paint, Tape, 
Glue, Googly eyes,
“Can you find somewhere 
to hang”

The children re-enacted being a bat 
and flew around “like a bat” avoiding 
obstacles to follow the “echolocation” 
song and video and “sound to see 
session” from educator.

PD – Moving and handling
Runs skilfully and negotiates 
space successfully adjusting 
speed or direction to avoid 
obstacles

Bat Capes
Cones
Stands

Bat songs sung twice a week over 3 
weeks

Maths – Number and counting 
songs from bat song sheets
EA&D – Song and music 
expression

Song sheets

After the bats were made and hung the 
children started to think about where a bat 
might live following habitat session from 
educator, over 2 weeks.

UW, EA&D, C&L – Draw, design 
and make a home for a bat, 
using prompt sheets for ideas

Paper
Pencils
Prompt for questions to 
ask children

Children to take the toy bat to show him/
her their favourite thing to do and record, 
photo to show children in Kenya.

PSED – The toy was filmed 
and given to Kenya/UK OMEP 
partnership to take to Kenya

Bat teddy – Emily

Playing in a “bat cave” extending and 
elaborating play ideas, building role-play 
activities with other children.

PSED – Bat tent cave – provide 
props for the children to engage 
in role play scenario

Tent
Bat Toys
Capes
Cushions

Bat Threading – Thread wool through the 
holes around a bat silhouette.

PD – Handles tools, objects, 
construction and malleable 
materials safely with control.

Bat shape
Wool
Tape to fasten

and membership of OMEP is available at:  
http://www.omepuk.org.uk 
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ESD, enterprise, and the development  
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Young children need active lives from birth.   
We increasingly understand how the body and brain develop 
together, reinforcing the importance of putting physical development 
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children’s lives, wellbeing, health, development and learning
X a strong commitment to increasing movement and physicality 
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X understanding of critical movement experiences; how 

to support them through provision and 
practice; adult role and strategies for 
providing engagement and support

X understanding of how to implement 
national curricula in this area
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