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ducation is humanity’s best hope and most effective means in the quest to achieve
sustainable development. This powerful statement was made in 1997 in the UNESCO
report, Educating for a Sustainable Future. Five years later, it was brought to the attention
of the world leaders at the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development,
paving the way to the establishment of the United Nations Decade for Education for
Sustainable Development (2005-2014). UNESCO was designated as the lead agency for implementing
the Decade.

The Organization has taken the leadership role to heart, and helped catalyse, guide, co-ordinate
and document related efforts around the world. This publication represents a highly important effort in the
implementation of the Decade: it is a product of a well-focused international workshop, ‘The Role of Early
Childhood Education for a Sustainable Society’, held in Géteborg, Sweden, in May 2007, during which
delegates of sixteen countries contributed a diversity of insights, perspectives and experiences. More
importantly, it is about early childhood education — the first stage of education where the foundation for
lifelong learning and development is laid — and its contribution to building a sustainable society. It offers
a rare and valuable collection of reflections on the linkages between early education and sustainable
development, which UNESCO is pleased to publish.

| would like to thank colleagues from Goteborg University and Chalmers University of Technology,
particularly Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson, Helene Nilsson, Elsi Brit Jodahl, Christer Larsson, Lars-Erik
Olsson, Helene Bergsten, Inger Bjérneloo, Bo Samuelsson and Lisbetth Séderberg, for having planned
and organized the workshop. | am also grateful to the City of Géteborg for its generous financial support
for the organization of the workshop, and to Géteborg University and the Centre for Environment and
Sustainability, which kindly contributed to the printing of this publication. My special thanks are reserved
for Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson, Géteborg University, and Yoshie Kaga, the Division for the Promotion of
Basic Education, UNESCO, who prepared the synthesis of the workshop proceedings and who oversaw
the preparation of the publication.

| hope that this report will inspire further reflection and action to educate and empower our youngest
citizens for a common, sustainable future.

t":u."-’h"l'b

Nicholas Burnett
Assistant Director-General for Education
UNESCO
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Ingrid Pramling Samuelsson’ and Yoshie Kaga?

his report originates from the international workshop, ‘The Role of Early Childhood

Education for a Sustainable Society’, jointly organized in Géteborg, Sweden, by Gdteborg

University, Chalmers University of Technology and the City of Géteborg, from 2 to 4 May

2007. It was attended by thirty-five participants from sixteen different countries (see ‘List of

Participants’). The workshop was a follow-up to the international conference on education
for sustainable development, ‘Learning to Change Our World’, held in May 2004, in Géteborg. It was one
of four preparatory workshops leading to another international conference on education for sustainable
development, to be organized in 2008 or 2009, in the same city. The aim of the four workshops is to
discuss promoters and barriers related to learning for sustainability, and to propose recommendations
for the upcoming international conference.®

The present workshop was conceived for the following reasons. First, our societies urgently require
new kinds of education that can help prevent further degradation of our planet, and that foster caring and
responsible citizens genuinely concerned with and capable of contributing to a just and peaceful world.
Second, these new kinds of education must be available to all — not only a handful of people — and take
place in various settings, including families and communities. Third, they must begin in early childhood,
as the values, attitudes, behaviours and skills acquired in this period may have a long-lasting impact
in later life. Thus, early childhood education clearly has an important place in the efforts to bring about
sustainable development.

ey

The Department of Education, Géteborg University, Sweden.

2. The Division for the Promotion of Basic Education, UNESCO.

3. The titles and dates of the other three workshops are: (a) ‘Drivers and Barriers for Implementing
Learning for Sustainable Development in Higher Education’, 7-9 December 2005; (b) ‘Drivers
and Barriers for Learning for Sustainable Development in Pre-School, School and Teacher
Education’, 27-29 March 2006; and (c) ‘Public Learning for Sustainable Development —
Laboratory for Democratic Learning’, 11-14 October 2007.




Summary of presentations

The workshop was opened by Professor Bo Samuelsson, Géteborg University, who referred to the
concept of sustainable development as an ever-evolving concept; it could and should not be defined
in one single way.* He spoke of education for sustainable development as a learning process and not
a product. He also mentioned that the present practices were far from sustainable, and that it might be
easier to define what are unsustainable practices rather than sustainable ones.

Professor Charles Hopkins, UNESCO Chair in Reorienting Teacher Education towards Sustainability,
stated that, to his knowledge, this was the first international workshop on education for sustainable
development with specific reference to young children. Raising provocative questions such as: ‘What
does it mean to be more instead of having more?’, ‘What is enough?’, ‘What is for all’, he pointed to
the necessity of changing our perspectives and ways of living if our societies were to become more
sustainable. He said that many paths could be taken, and that in order that the right ones were taken,
world citizens must be educated, well informed and uphold democratic values. Furthermore, he claimed
that while rich countries continued to cause the largest problems related to sustainable development,
their perspectives, values and knowledge were listened to more often vis-a-vis those of developing
countries.

As a promoter of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Lena Nyberg, the
Swedish Ombudsman for Children, spoke of the importance of listening to children, understanding their
perspectives, and encouraging their participation as adults’ equal partners. She said that more efforts
were needed in order to implement the United Nations Convention properly, e.g. children’s participation
in decision-making in schools — a central theme in the Swedish preschool curriculum. She also stated
that attitudes about children having equal rights as adults was more important than laws and money, and
that we should never let children feel guilty about world problems.

Issues arising from the discussions on the three group
work themes

Below is a summary of the issues raised during the discussions on the three themes: (a) what might
education for sustainability look like in early childhood; (b) cultural issues related to sustainable
development; and (c) policy and research questions related to young children’s lives and sustainable
development.

4, One useful definition is put forward by Helen Bergsten (in Chalmers Annual Report, 2006,
p. 31): ‘Sustainable development is a perspective or a vision rather than a definition and
provides room for many different starting points’. One of the more well-known and widely
used definitions of sustainable development comes from the Brundtland Commission report,
Our Common Future, 1987, in which it defines sustainable development as ‘development that
meets the need of the present without compromising the ability of future gen erations to meet
their own needs’. Another frequently used text is the United Nations Millennium Declaration,
in which the message is that we must ensure that basic human needs may be satisfied for
all human beings without damaging the life-sustaining system of our planet. A clear common
message in the perspectives and definitions gathered from different international contexts
is that the time line encompasses several generations, and that there is always a global
perspective. Individual involvement and responsibility are also integral parts of the concept
of sustainable development. The key principle is that economic, social and environmental
conditions and processes are integrated into a whole, and also includes opportunities to
approach this whole from different directions.




Sustainable development as a topic in early childhood education programmes

It was stressed by the participants that learning for sustainable development was not a common topic in
the field of early childhood education. A possible reason was that many early childhood educators would
view discussions about sustainable development as ‘doom and gloom’ — i.e. depressing and fearful,
and therefore inappropriate for young children. Another possible reason was that sustainability was too
big and too awesome an issue to be ‘dumped’ on young children. The participants acknowledged that,
while these perceptions might be pervasive in early childhood education, they were by no means shared
by everyone working in the field. They felt that there were possible ways of introducing the topic in early
childhood education programmes that were constructive, positive, interesting and suitable for children.

Link between early childhood education and sustainable development

A common question raised in the beginning was ‘What is sustainable development?’ Most of the
participants were not familiar with the concept, and rarely had the opportunity to discuss early childhood
education and young children’s lives in relation to sustainable development. All knew by intuition that
early childhood education has a role to play in constructing a sustainable society, although the link
between the two was not clear at the outset of the workshop. In the course of the three days, the link had
become clearer as the participants immersed themselves in the discussions. This can be considered one
main achievement of the present workshop. A useful framework for thinking and analysing the workshop
theme was suggested: it is composed of ‘three pillars’ of education for sustainable development — namely
economy, environment and socio-cultural phenomena - intersecting with each other.

Different concerns in the developing and developed world

It was clear that relevant concerns and issues differed in developing and developed countries. In the
former, the most pressing concern is children’s survival and development in the early years — in families
and communities — and that supporting and empowering families and communities for ensuring adequate
care, protection and stimulation through enlarged access to health, nutrition, sanitation and water
provisions appeared most needed. Concern for curricular changes, for example, seemed secondary
for the majority of the population. Meanwhile, in the developed countries, more attention is given to
concerns about how to improve the quality of early childhood education in the service of sustainability
- e.g. classroom practices, curriculum and pedagogy and early childhood teacher education. Inequity
— disadvantaged groups such as low-income families, ethnic minorities, those living in rural and remote
areas and urban slums — was recognized as a concern and barrier to achieving sustainability in both
worlds.

Traditional practices and sustainable development

Some of the participants advocated ‘going back to basics’ in our living and lifestyles — i.e. adopting
traditional practices in order to create better conditions for sustainable development. Traditional cultures
were more attentive to the rhythm of the environment and careful not to overexploit the natural resources
for their survival and co-habitation in the vast ecosystem; they were more rooted in family networks and
immediate communities, whereby they provided mutual support to each other. However, it was pointed
out that not all traditional practices should be preserved, as some of them are indeed harmful for those
concerned (e.g. some childrearing and gender practices). The participants agreed that there was a need
to identify positive and negative practices, and try to discourage the latter. As for positive ones, they
should be promoted; but care is required since the context itself may have undergone a dramatic change,
making simple application difficult.




Importance of local relevance

Early education for sustainable development cannot be dealt with only in abstraction - it needs to be
rooted in the local concrete reality of young children if it is to have real meaning and impact. To some
extent, it is possible to discuss general features of education for sustainability that would apply to all
situations. However, real-life questions faced by children, their families and communities, and arising
from specific local contexts, are central to shaping what learning for sustainable development should
look like. This is where participation by children, families and communities becomes essential.

Education for sustainable development must start in early childhood

There was a strong consensus that educating for sustainability should begin very early in life. It is in
the early childhood period that children develop their basic values, attitudes, skills, behaviours and
habits, which may be long lasting. Studies have shown that racial stereotypes are learned early and that
young children are able to pick up cultural messages about wealth and inequality. As early childhood
education is about laying a sound intellectual, psychological, emotional, social and physical foundation
for development and lifelong learning, it has an enormous potential in fostering values, attitudes, skills
and behaviours that support sustainable development — e.g. wise use of resources, cultural diversity,
gender equality and democracy.

What kind of early childhood education for a sustainable society?

There was an extensive discussion on what kinds of early childhood education would emerge if it were
to contribute to sustainable development. The insights gained on this issue can provide guidance for
reorientation and strengthening of curriculum and pedagogical guidelines, a necessary exercise and an
important policy issue. First, the participants strongly agreed that the notion of the child embedded in the
vision of sustainable development is that as portrayed in the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child - the child as a right holder, who is an active participant and has his or her contribution to
make to society’s present and future, and not an invisible, marginal worthless being. In education for
sustainable development, young children’s perspectives and meanings are listened to, considered and
shape the content and approaches of learning.

Second, early childhood education for sustainability is much more than environmental education.
It should be broader than simply taking children outdoors to discover the beauty of nature and speaking
about the natural environment. It must include opportunities for children to engage in intellectual dialogue
regarding sustainability, and in concrete actions in favour of the environment. In addition, it should
incorporate learning to be compassionate and respect differences, equality and fairness as the world is
increasingly interdependent and inter-connected. It was suggested that, instead of talking about the 3Rs
(reading, writing and arithmetic), one should refer to the 7Rs for education for sustainable development
(reduce, reuse, recycle, respect, repair, reflect and refuse). Encouraging scientific and technological
literacy was also pointed out as a component to be included.

Third, diversity was considered a key issue in thinking about early childhood education that
contributes to sustainability and was discussed extensively by the participants. In the globalizing world
where different nationalities and ethnicities increasingly live side by side, learning to respect and appreciate
diversity should begin early — through parents, community members, and early childhood programmes.
Early education should help children acquire an identity firmly grounded in a culture closest to them, while
developing a sense of themselves as world citizens. One way to promote this is intercultural education.




Nurturing respect for, and appreciation of diversity cannot be realized without adhering to democratic
values and practices. Democracy is one fundamental value embedded in sustainable development, and
a requisite for a just society where everyone’s participation in the social, cultural, economic and political
life is valued and counted. Learning about democratic values and practices can and should start in the
smallest unit of society — the family — at birth, and should also be part and parcel of an early childhood
education programme.

Fourth, sustainable development requires people to be able to think critically about things taken
for granted, and to find creative solutions and alternatives to unsustainable habits and practices, which
tend to dominate at present. The work in the early years should not be about teaching how to read
and write early and formally. Young children can be encouraged to question over-consumption through
discussions about familiar food products, clothes, toys and advertisements. Such discussions could be
expanded to incorporate considerations about their counterparts in less materially rich circumstances,
and stimulate conversations about solidarity and co-operation.

Build upon traditions of early childhood pedagogies

There is a great deal in the traditions of early childhood pedagogies that align with education for
sustainability: e.g. interdisciplinary approach, holism, use of the outdoors for learning, integration of
care, development and education, learning through concrete experiences and real life projects, and
involvement of parents and communities. It is not necessary to invent entirely ‘new’ pedagogies in order
to ‘do’ education for sustainability in the early years — one can build on its pedagogical traditions to do
so. Research evidence shows that the traditional subject- and discipline-based teaching of knowledge,
common in schools, does not give the best result in learning about issues related to sustainable
development, which are interdisciplinary in nature.

Role of the family in young children’s learning

Families are the child’s first educators. They have the greatest influence in shaping young children’s
attitudes, values, behaviours, habits and skills. As such, they have a central role to play in educating their
children for sustainable development. Learning for sustainability can therefore be effectively undertaken
by parents, siblings, grandparents and other extended family members. Often, grandparents have old
wisdom about ways of life that favour living together, preservation of the nature throughout generations
and co-habitation of different species, which should be tapped upon. Thus, where formal early education
programmes are not available, non-formal education can be set up — as an integral component of
community programmes or otherwise — to provide parents and grandparents with opportunities to
discuss what could be done differently in daily life in order to become an effective agent of bringing
about sustainable development. Where an early childhood education programme does exist, a parental
education can complement what children experience in the programme.®

Training, working conditions and status of early childhood educators

Much attention was devoted to discussing the vital importance of training of early childhood educators,
and the kinds of training desired. Training should first and foremost raise educators’ awareness about
sustainable development, and the role that early childhood education could play in promoting it. It should
enable them to adequately address sustainability issues, and to make ‘alive’ the values and principles

5. An early years’ programme also has the potential to change family practices through
children’s experiences and exposure to new ideas and practices offered in the programme, as
demonstrated by research.




associated with sustainability in activities with children. It must also enable them to provide opportunities
to question and challenge taken-for-granted beliefs and practices. As such, training should not be based
on the model of education as a one-way transmission of knowledge from teacher to pupil. A debatable
point, however, was the extent to which early education should give weight to teaching academic skills
and preparing for primary education in its entire programme.

The participants agreed that provision of high-quality training constitutes one of the priority policy
concerns, and that empowering educators and caregivers for sustainability should be undertaken through
pre-service and frequent in-service training. The low status and unfavourable working conditions of early
childhood educators was pointed out as a major obstacle for envisaging an increased and active role
of early childhood education in sustainable development. It was felt paradoxical that early childhood
educators — who have strong influence in shaping children’s personality and dispositions — often have
very low social and professional status. It is important to improve the status of the early childhood
education field and its personnel in the pursuit of realizing a sustainable society.

Increase investment in young children and their families:
a priority policy concern

There was a consensus among the participants that ensuring access to quality early childhood care and
education for all children was an important pre-condition that enables societies to be sustainable as
well as an essential goal towards which all countries must strive. Every child has the right to adequate
care, learning, development and protection, and a sustainable society is where everyone’s rights are
recognized, respected and fulfilled. Early childhood is where the foundation for development is laid, and
must be perceived as the first stage of education — which should be made accessible, just like elementary
education. Increasing investment in improving access, quality and equity of early childhood provision and
supporting families is an urgent necessity. This requires government commitment and leadership, around
which other stakeholders, including international and donor communities,® can be mobilized.

Information and research needs

The participants all felt that there was so little research on the theme of the role of early childhood
education for a sustainable society. They emphasized foremost the need to collect good practices on
education for sustainable development in the early years — found in different countries and cultures —
which can inspire and guide the daily work of early childhood educators. Other research ideas suggested
were: (a) research on the kinds of knowledge and skills that early childhood educators need in order to
provide early education for sustainability; (b) comparative studies of children’s and educators’ attitudes
and conceptions about sustainability; (c) collection of life stories from famous people (e.g. Al Gore) about
their early childhood experiences and how these might have shaped their values, ideas and actions
in favour of sustainable development; and (d) a longitudinal research on the impacts and benefits of
education for sustainable development in the early years.

Advocacy and networking

Advocacy should effectively communicate the relevant facts and messages about sustainability, and
exploit a variety of means of communication, e.g. internet, local conferences, workshops, newspapers
and journals, magazines and radio. It was suggested that the International Journal of Early Childhood ”

6. A letter was prepared by some of the workshop participants in support of fulfilling the
commitments made by G8 countries vis-a-vis financing the Millennium Development Goals,
and sent to the heads of states respectively.




could devote one issue to the workshop theme as a way of mobilizing support for related research. Another
suggestion was to mobilize journalists for the issues of sustainability and early childhood education.®
Yet another suggestion was the establishment of awards and prizes to stimulate new ideas in the work
of sustainable development with young children. Networking and forging alliances was identified as a
crucial exercise in mobilizing effective advocacy as well as sharing and building knowledge.

Recommendations and conclusions on the workshop theme

The following is a list of major recommendations identified by the participants that could be put forward in
the upcoming international conference on education for sustainable development in Géteborg, Sweden,
in 2008 or 2009.

o N

Increase investment in early childhood education in order to expand access to quality early childhood
education. Sustainable societies cannot be built if children are not given the opportunity to develop a
strong foundation for development, wellbeing and lifelong learning.

Incorporate education for sustainable development in the early years without delay. Early childhood
is a highly appropriate period in children’s development in which to introduce basic concepts related
to education for sustainable development. The local context should be taken into account when
incorporating education for sustainable development in the early years. Effective learning occurs only
when the content and approaches to implement the content are made locally relevant.

Recognize and raise awareness about the powerful role of early childhood education in realizing a
sustainable society. Efforts should be made to increase awareness at all levels and in all sectors of
society that early childhood education has an important role to play in laying the foundations for active
and responsible citizenship.

Take the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as a common foundation:
Ratified by most of the countries in the world, UNCRC can serve as a common foundation (children as
right holders, principles of non-discrimination, children’s participation, etc.) on which to conceptualize
and design early childhood education for sustainable development.

Take note that perspectives of education for sustainable development are critical of the divide between
rich and poor, North and South, gender differences and inequality between and within countries, and
that they call for a change in conceptualization and practices that perpetuate such a divide —in favour
of interdependence, solidarity and justice.

Recognize the strengths of early childhood pedagogies and exploit them fully in the work with young
children, e.g. theme-based or project-based interdisciplinary approach to learning; child-centred
approach; parental and community involvement; emphasis on holistic learning, whereby children
learn with mind and body; use of different languages and senses, e.g. verbal, visual, etc., for making
sense of the world, expressing and communicating.

Include in early childhood education curriculum: (a) context sensitive and culturally relevant content;
(b) content that fosters caring attitudes and empathy vis-a-vis the natural environment, and people
living in other parts of the world; (c) learning about respect for diversity; (d) learning about gender
issues and equal rights, opportunities and responsibilities of boys and girls; (e) learning of basic life

The scientific journal of OMEP (Organisation Mondiale pour I'Education Préscolaire).
For example, there are journalists in Brazil who call themselves ‘Friends of Children’, who
could help to write about and disseminate relevant information.




skills, (f) the concept of learning for life, i.e. learning for sustainability; and (g) activities built around the
7Rs: reduce, reuse, repair, recycle, respect, reflect and refuse; etc.®

e Strengthen teacher training as a basis for learning and teaching about education for sustainable
development. Pre-service and in-service training of early childhood educators and caregivers in all
countries must be revisited and reinforced from the perspectives of learning for sustainability, and
must be provided regularly.

® Increase support and funding for research on education for sustainable development and early
childhood education. A number of useful studies (e.g. comparative study on early childhood education
for sustainable development understood and practised in different countries), have been identified
and mentioned earlier.

e Undertake, promote and strengthen advocacy and networking at the local, national, regional and
international levels in order to achieve a better understanding of sustainable development, to share
good practices and research, and to mobilize different stakeholders for the causes of sustainability.
One useful advocacy activity to be considered is the establishment of national and international
awards for those who effectively address education for sustainability.

e Disseminate and communicate issues about sustainable development to young children through
advertisements and various means of communication, including ICTs, so that informal learning about
sustainable development occurs outside schools and official educational programmes.

e Urge state leaders to be role models for young children with regards to concerns about education
for sustainable development, and to meet with them regularly. Leaders and heroes in schools and
communities can be interviewed by children about their lifestyles to find out whether these are in
accordance with the principles of sustainable development.

In conclusion, what emerged is an image of a sustainable society as an inclusive society: where all
people are united through their common humanity and where differences are respected and valued.
Sustainable development is greatly facilitated when all groups of people — regardless of their age, gender,
ethnicity, socio-economic status, places of residence or capacities — participate in finding solutions and
constructing a sustainable future for our common habitat. Sustainability challenges us to go beyond
segregated societies, which exist in many parts of the world today, and to transform them to ones that
are more inclusive.

From this perspective, should the goals of early childhood education be re-thought and
redefined? Should the goal of early childhood education primarily be to promote academic knowledge
and competences for successful learning in later stages of education, or should they offer a broader
range of knowledge, skills and support, and if so, what are they? Should early childhood education
programmes focus attention on children, as emphasized in recent trends towards assessing child
outcomes? Alternatively, should they serve their families? If so, to what extent and in what ways? There
are no straightforward answers to these questions. However, when seeing early childhood education
through the lenses of sustainability, it becomes clear that it requires rethinking and redefining based on
the paradigms that support sustainability.

o The four pillars of learning proposed by the Delors Report (UNESCO, 1998) - learning to be,
learning to do, learning to learn, learning to live together - are also relevant in developing early
childhood education in service of sustainable development.
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A case for participatory, whole-of-settings approaches

Julie M. Davis, Australia

Abstract

Education for sustainability in the early years is a significantly under-practised,
under-resourced and under-examined field, even though young children
are the ones who will bear the consequences of our actions and inactions
on sustainability-related issues. After all, they will be living the longest -
as economic, social and environmental conditions worsen. Nevertheless,
over the past decade, a sea change has been occurring, as interest in
sustainability education for young children has expanded, and practitioners
and researchers begin to think about, develop and implement early childhood
programmes with an environmental or sustainability focus. It is now being
recognized that the early years are the most significant growth period in
a child’s life. Experiences during this phase extensively influence physical
and neurological developments, which drive biological, psychological and
social responses throughout the entire human lifespan. The implications for
early learning for sustainability are obvious. This article expands on these
ideas and provides a short case study of how one early childhood setting
in Australia has sought to embed sustainability throughout all its practices
— management, curriculum and through its relationships with its community
- and in so doing has provided numerous opportunities for young children
to act as agents of change for sustainability. The article concludes with a
summary of key characteristics of organizational change that might help
other early childhood settings and services to make sustainability a central
priority.



If you are thinking a year ahead, plant a seed.
If you are thinking a decade ahead, plant a tree.
If you are thinking a century ahead, educate the people.
(Chinese proverb)

| Gore’s (2006), An Inconvenient Truth, the Stern (2006) review into the economics of climate
change, and the report of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (2007), have
heightened awareness of how humans are over-stretching the Earth’s life-support systems.
Not only are there significant concerns with global warming and its impacts, there is a raft
of other environmental challenges that need to be addressed, such as rapid urbanization,
diminishing fresh-water supplies, loss of forests and biodiversity, ongoing use of toxic chemicals in the
food chain, to name a few. As the health of human populations and the health of the global ecosystems
are inextricably linked, the need for fundamental changes in how we live is becoming impossible to
ignore. As McMichael (2003) comments, we are already seeing increasing health impairments from
chronic preventable health problems as a result of modern ways of living — such as diabetes, heart
disease, cancer and growing impacts of mental health disturbances, such as depression and anxiety.
Children — the most vulnerable of humans — face the greatest risk of developing such health problems
because their exposure to the effects of life circumstances and life choices occurs for longer as conditions
worsen. Furthermore, the impacts of unsustainable living are not evenly distributed. While some humans
are enjoying the benefits of global economic development, others are disproportionately bearing the
risks and costs. While this has always been the case, added negative impacts from global warming, for
example, strengthens arguments for stronger commitments to reducing these large differences among
nations and continents. As Stern (2006, p. xxvi) comments, ‘The poorest developing countries will be hit
earliest and hardest by climate change, even though they have contributed little to causing the problem.’
Additionally, while efforts are beginning to get under way to reduce or reverse future global warming,
the pattern of unequal distribution of benefit and risk is being compounded into the future, with future
generations being allocated the brunt of the expected consequences. What must underpin the much-
needed changes are world-views that embrace ‘Earth stewardship’ and the needs of future (as well as
present) generations. Such world-views involve ecocentric — rather than purely anthropocentric — ways
of thinking, acting and living that recognize that people are an embedded part of natural systems rather,
than separate from them.

While not the complete answer to the question of how we move whole societies towards
sustainability, education must play a role in imagining new ways of living and transforming existing
patterns (Fien, 2001). This includes early childhood education and care (ECEC). There is already a
growing research literature that shows the value of quality ECEC to the development of healthy children
and healthy communities (Friendly and Browne, 2002). Central to the provision of such quality care and
education in the early years is the recognition that early experiences be stimulating and involve positive
interactions with adults in appropriate learning environments. The OECD (2006) report, Starting Strong I,
identifies this latter element, in particular, as a developing area for further research. The report draws
on the work of Malaguzzi who asserts that early childhood environments often fail to fulfil the role of
the ‘third teacher’ (the first two are the parent and the teacher), and identifies outdoor, experiential play
and learning in nature as significant contributors to children’s potentials for learning and development.
The implications of these findings for sustainability education are obvious, especially at a time when, as
McKibben (1990, p. 189) comments, ‘Nature is already ending, its passing quiet and accidental’.

While the early childhood field has been rather slow to take up the challenge of sustainability, it
has a potentially significant role — not least because of underlying concerns for children’s welfare, interest
in children’s environments (consider the kindergarten), and its attention to social justice. Recently, a
new dimension has been added to ECEC. This is early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS),
an emerging national and international field, given a fillip with the launch of the United Nations Decade
of Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014) (UNESCO, 2005). ECEfS recognizes that young




children have capacities to be active agents of change now, as well as into the future, and that early
learning is important for shaping environmental attitudes, knowledge and actions. This is because early
childhood is a period when the foundations of thinking, being, knowing and acting are becoming ‘hard
wired’, and relationships — with others and with the environment — are becoming established. It is also a
time for providing significant groundings for adult activism around environmental issues (Chawla, 1998;
Davis and Gibson, 2006; Wells and Lekies, 2006).

If children are to grow up in a world that maximizes their life opportunities, that recognizes their
capacities as active citizens, and nurtures hope, peace, equity and sustainability, adults cannot do
‘business as usual’ and simply pass the problems of unsustainable living on to the next generation. The
UNICEF (2003) report, The State of the World’s Children, stresses that children need to be seen and
heard in their communities, around a wide range of social and environmental issues of concern to them.
It also observes that responsible citizenship is not something suddenly given at 18 years of age. Hart
(1997) insists that even very young children have the capacity for active participation and the acquisition
of political literacy skills, though it is critical that children are not seen as the ‘redemptive vehicles’
(Dalberg and Petrie, 2002, p. 60) where the social (and environmental) ills of the world are cured through
children.

While interest in ECESS is increasing, what is missing is a substantive body of research in ECEfS
—indeed, it is almost non-existent. In Australia, for example, the first research-related activities in early
childhood environmental education®® of which this author is aware, was a symposium held as recently as
January 1999. This symposium sought to raise the profile of this fledgling field and highlighted the dearth
of research in early childhood environmental education (ECEE). The year 2003 saw the release of Elliott’s
Patches of Green report — the first national review of early childhood environmental education in Australia,
which also emphasized the missing research base. Indeed, as recently as 2000, no Australian doctoral
studies and only three Master’s research projects had been identified as bearing some relationship to
ECEE or ECEfS (Davis and Elliott, 2003). It is obvious that this is a research ‘hole’ that the environmental
education / education for sustainability communities should have the ‘courage to discuss’ (Reid and
Scott, 2006, p. 244). Equally, this challenge applies to the field of early childhood education. It is asserted
here that this hole has contributed to the slow uptake of ECEfS - relative to other educational sectors
- and if not addressed, will impact negatively on the entire education for sustainability field — a major
component is missing! Furthermore, the capacity to build the ECEfS field — at a time when interest is
growing rapidly — will be seriously diminished without a strong evidence-based platform.

In a recent, as yet, unpublished report into the current status of ECEfS research, this author has
determined that one of the most important areas for ECEfS research is case study research into existing,
successful ECEfS programmes. This is important because such studies have the potential to be most
helpful to practitioners through: (a) identifying what works, why and how; (b) outlining opportunities
for and barriers to successful implementation of ECEfS; and (c) providing inspiration for others to
‘have a go’. However, such case studies need to be exemplars of activist, participatory sustainability
education that also express the complex dynamics of early childhood settings and services. To date,
such published studies are rare. While there are some centres and services engaged in sustainability
education, practitioners generally do not have the time — and often lack the research skills — to investigate
and interrogate what they do, and then to make their work available to a wider audience. To remedy
this, one such in-depth study was conducted at an early learning centre in Brisbane (Australia) in 2004,
collaboration between university researchers and centre staff. What follows is a short description — derived
from a longer version outlined in Davis et al. (2005) — of this centre’s journey to become a sustainable
early learning centre. Highlighted are key points that this author believes are fundamental to effective
education for sustainability in the early years.

10. This author now prefers ‘education for sustainability’ (EfS) instead of ‘environmental education’
(EE) to reflect the broader socio-ecological dimensions of sustainability.




The Sustainable Planet Project

The environmental focus at this long day care centre — with children aged between 2V2 and 5 years
— originated in 1997, the outcome of a staff team-building exercise to encourage homework linkages. In
looking for a shared project, ‘the environment’ emerged as a common interest. Under the banner of the
Sustainable Planet Project, staff members sought to add value to their roles as early childhood educators
by including their personal interests — such as gardening, wildlife conservation and recycling. From the
start, the project had an action-oriented focus, encapsulated in its subtitle, ‘Saving our Planet: Become
a Conscious Part of the Solution’.

Initially, the staff worked with the children on a number of mini-projects allied to their own particular
environmental interests, as identified in the diagram below.

Litter-less lunches

Litter-less lunches Vegetable Garden

Litter-less lunches Native Plant Regeneration

Litter-less lunches Environmental Aesthetics

Efficient use of Natural
Resources

Responsible Cleaning

Reusing/recycling Frog Pond

Chooks

As time passed, these mini-projects became embedded into the everyday practices of the centre and,
increasingly, the children have been the main initiators of new projects. Briefly described here is one
such child-initiated project centred on water conservation. In this mini-project, learning about water
conservation was sparked when concerns were expressed by both children and teachers about excess
water use in the centre, especially as it was a time of severe drought. Guided by staff, the children
began noticing that their ‘kindy [kindergarten] friends were pouring out more [water] than they could drink
and then tipping the rest into the garden’ (Campus Kindergarten, 2002). From this initial observation, a
‘whole centre’ project about water conservation emerged — collaboration between children, parents and
teachers, but organized mainly by the preschoolers, aged around 4 years. This involved the teachers
supporting the children as researchers inquiring into the origins of household/centre water, holding
discussions about the concept of drought, and exploring photographs and newspaper articles about
water conservation, as featured in the community newspaper. As the children’s knowledge of water
issues grew, their inquiries turned to actions, including the creation of signs that were placed at all the
water points around the centre. Examples included:

Mia: Please don’t leave the tap running.
Layla: When you flush the toilet, press the small button.
Andrew: Turn the hose off when you are finished.

The centre also installed a water barrel (around 50 litres) into the sandpit, for the children to access for
water and sand play. This is filled just once each day and the children have learnt to monitor its use.
Although water consumption figures were not recorded at the start of the project, it is believed that
the barrel — and the learning associated with its use — has dramatically reduced the centre’s total water




consumption. Furthermore, water conservation habits learned at the centre have transferred to home. As
one of the parent’s commented:

The water issue ... he’s bringing it into bath time. We’re only allowed to fill the bath to a certain
level and we’re not allowed to put the tap on again!

Another child-initiated mini-project was the ‘Shopping Trolley Project’. Here, the children responded to
a shopping trolley dumped in their playground, and became actively engaged with the local shopping
centre, from where the shopping trolley originated, and with the local community, including the sub-group
of ‘trolley stealers’. Through their learning and social activism, the children were able to highlight their
concerns about the ‘stealing’ and dumping of the shopping trolley, and their wider concerns about plastic
shopping bags and other rubbish in their local environment.

Another focus of the Sustainable Planet Project was on waste management. Over the years,
bottle and cardboard recycling have been introduced, as well as a composting system and worm farm.
Paper usage has been significantly reduced, dropping from three reams of A4 paper per month in 2003,
to one ream per month in 2004. Allied with these initiatives has been the ‘litterless lunch’ programme
— home-packed healthy lunches with a minimum of disposable packaging. Another waste management
practice was the bulk ordering of kitchen and cleaning products to reduce packaging, a change that
has also seen a switch to more ‘environmentally friendly’ cleaning products. A direct result of all these
waste management measures is that the number of bins requiring collection from the centre has been
significantly reduced - from two bins per day to half a bin/day.

Other results of the Sustainable Planet Project have been improvements to the children’s play
spaces and to the ‘eco-friendliness’ of the outdoor environment. Not only are the grounds developing
into a habitat for local flora and fauna, the changes have also provided multiple new opportunities for
provoking the children’s (and adults’) curiosity about the natural environment, have enhanced learning
about natural processes, and have contributed to the development of environmental sensitivity and social
responsibility — important qualities for sustainable living.

Conclusion

It could be said that this centre has developed a ‘sustainability ethic’ where thinking and acting sustainably
permeates deeply into the centre’s culture. This is also an ethic that supports the view that even very young
children can critically respond to environmental issues and can be proactive participants in educational and
environmental decision-making — as initiators, provocateurs, researchers and environmental activists.

Of course, centre staff is central to this process. They recognize the value of a ‘whole settings’
approach, and work persistently in the creation of a learning community around sustainability. This
involves a synthesis of interlocking components — housekeeping and management practices committed
to reducing the centre’s ‘ecological footprint’; curriculum and pedagogical practices underpinned by
belief in the capacity of children to be informed learners and environmental activists, right now; and
community interactions that embrace parents and the wider community. While the process has its
difficulties, nevertheless, significant persistent changes have been made that influence future changes.

According to educational change theorist, Michael Fullan (2003) — there are really just a small
number of actions that help an organization create deep-level change, such as is needed to embed
sustainability as a core element of its practices. To summarize briefly:




e Start with your own context-specific moral purpose, ethical dilemma or desirable direction. This
should not be imposed from outside.

e Create a collaborative learning culture where teamwork and mentoring become normal social
practices.

e Ensure that informed, reflective practice infuses interactions and deliberations.

e (Consolidate ‘small wins’ and build on them to scale up their impacts, both internally and in the
community. This is the ‘butterfly effect’ sometimes associated with chaos/complexity theory.

While few in number, it is obvious that putting such actions into practice is not necessarily easy —
changing the organizational culture of a childcare setting or service towards sustainability is much more
difficult than introducing a worm farm or water tank, or leaving the effort to just one or two people with
a passion for the environment. Nevertheless, this vignette of the Sustainable Planet Project shows that
it can be done. As the early childhood education field moves to capitalize on its potentially powerful
role in the transition to sustainability, it is hoped that more early learning services and centres — both
in Australia and internationally — will embrace such systemic, ecocentric and transformative ways of
contributing to a healthier, more equitable, more sustainable world - for ourselves, for our children and
for the environment.
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Vital Didonet, Brazil

"To move forward we must recognize that in the midst of a magnificent diversity of cultures and life
forms we are one human family and one Earth community with a common destiny. We must join
together to bring forth a sustainable global society founded on respect for nature, universal human
rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace’

The Earth Charter, Preamble

Abstract

The author develops (in seven points) his argument on the relevance of
early childhood education for a sustainable society. The starting point is the
importance of the first years of a human being in constructing the basis of
the personality, the values and attitudes that will guide thoughts, feelings
and behaviour of human beings for the rest of their life. Then, he argues that
children are very sensitive, interested and curious about the elements of
nature, and asserts that early childhood education, from its early beginning,
should include in the programme creative experiences and exploratory
activities with elements such as plants, flowers, seeds, water, fire and wind.
Recently, teachers and children in education and care centres have been
discussing and observing environmental problems. The article concludes
calling the attention of political and educational authorities to the importance
of taking decisions that consider children as citizens capable of contributing
significantly towards a sustainable society and environment.




Point 1

The first years of every human being’s life are the most favourable ones for developing the attitudes and
values that form the basis of their personalities. The structure of values and attitudes built in the early
years are the strong and permanent roots for one’s entire life. They will always be used as References for
main decisions that challenge men and women. Those first values determine ethical and moral behaviours
throughout life. When a person has to face difficult and complex situations, or when a new challenge
demands important decisions, those values that originally carved the personality will guide options and
resolutions, reactions or behaviours.

Therefore, if we desire that adults, in the next generation, respect nature and care for the planet,
it is important to include now, in the early childhood education curriculum or programme, the study of
nature, and the interdependence between human beings and the environment. Everything deeply lived,
practised and felt in the early years of human development remains for the rest of one’s life.

Point 2

Children are very sensitive to nature and its elements — animals, plants, flowers, the phenomena of fire,
water, the land, wind, etc. They are emotionally touched by, and intellectually interested in it. Experience
shows that many adults who live in big towns remember with pleasure unforgettable moments of their
infancy, in rural areas, with plants and their seeds, trees and their shapes, the little river and its sources,
gardens and flowers, horses and cattle, birds and domestic animals. They often recall those memories.

It is an efficient strategy in education to take into consideration these early dispositions, curiosity
and interests. Therefore, the study of nature has long been included as one of the areas of activity in
ECCE. Currently, with the worldwide concern for the degradation of the environment, this subject has
been attracting political interest, and will probably gain in relevance in early childhood education. In many
countries, ECCE curricula include guidelines and even content on that subject.

Point 3

The curriculum of ECCE usually addresses two areas related to the environment: (a) knowledge by
concrete and direct experience of nature; and (b) transformation and recycling.

The first line of action involves the study, exploration, adventure and experiences with nature
elements (seeds, plants, water, soil, sand, wind, fire, little animals, etc.). The second one - recycling and
using discarded materials for didactical activities — has been part of early childhood education practically
from its origin. In other words, since the beginning, ECCE has worked on a daily basis with elements of
nature (seeds, barks, shells, etc.), transforming them into toys, musical instruments, play and art materials
for example. Moreover, discarded objects, such as boxes, plastic cups and bottles, pieces of paper
and tissues, used clothes, hats, shoes, glasses, mirrors, tubes, wood scraps, acquire interesting forms,
figures and uses, e.g. houses and tents, telescopes and observatories, boats and ships, submarines and
rockets, trucks and trains, industries and factories. What was used before and discarded is able to give
children the experience of discovering the world and its secrets. Those things, thought of as ‘dead’, come
back to life again in the hands and imagination of children.

The lesson we learn from this activity is that the objects of nature do not die, they remain here, they
exist and have meaning, they belong to the world, and they can be transformed into other beings. In other




words, they can be given a different meaning; they can be re-signified and be with us longer. Therefore,
they are not supposed to be seen as garbage, or as pollution. This is a philosophical dimension of the
relation man/nature, and has a deep ethical meaning. Obviously, not all discarded objects are suited to
recycling. In the early childhood development centres, we can use a wide diversity of materials — but not
everything. My point is the possibility and the significance of those activities can have for children, given
suitable materials.

Point 4

In ECCE, transformation (by recycling or by giving a different meaning to elements of nature or industrial
products) has a philosophical, psychological and pedagogical purpose. Industrialization has prompted
the emergence of the consumer society, stimulating artificial needs and the increasing accumulation of
industrial garbage.

All over the world, the ‘common, average person’ believes that ‘we can’t live without the goods
produced by industrial technology’. The amount, the diversity and the relative reduction in the prices of
industrialized products create the desire to buy and use more and more developed products. Replacement
is carried out with increasing velocity. We are living in a vicious circle of production—-consumption-
replacement-garbage. Marketing strategies tempt people to buy the most recently launched and
sophisticated products, discarding those in use (but which are still useful). These objects tend to lose
their value, and are seen as outdated.

Thus, behaviour of substitution is created in our minds and habits; a race after the new, an attitude
of disdain for the old, an annoyance with the used one. Consumerism is only one way of expressing the
new attitude that leads the industrial production world. Another one is the disdain for what has already
been used, which is not new, which is technologically behind. These attitudes make people discard
cars, household-appliances, clothes, footwear, personal effects, telephones and cell phones, computers,
television sets, sound, cameras, and so on. We have now started worrying about electronic garbage
(batteries, radioactive chips, etc.).

Most serious, certainly, is its consequence on human relationships: love as an ephemeral emotion,
friendship as a superficial feeling, human relationships are being placed under the same utility criterion.
Therefore, people may be easily betrayed, abandoned, substituted. People may be viewed as discarded
objects: a little misunderstanding or an occasional conflict is enough to cut the ties that had joined dad/
mum and son/daughter, girlfriend and boyfriend, husband and wife. Aged people witness how easily they
are abandoned and discarded by their families.

Re-evaluating some discarded objects by finding a new meaning in people’s lives awakens a
feeling of permanence, a sense of belonging. Prizing nature and human beings remakes the ties between
them and develops an attitude of conservation and respect towards both what the objects and people
were, and can be.

Giving meaning again (re-meaning) an object by transforming its first purpose into another one (for
example, transforming a plastic bottle into a truck, a plastic cup into a rattle, a light bulb into an object of
art with a ship inside) may contribute to the development of two values: there is something beyond the
utility (an already used plastic cup is not valid any more according to its former utility, but it is now valid
by the other meaning that we can give to it). Things have a multi-significant existence. The trans-utility
deepens human vision in the meaning of existence.




Recycling (apart from its economic and ecological values) has a psychological, philosophical and
pedagogical value: the re-assigning of meaning, the permanence and the belonging, especially in the case
of the attitudes related to people. This behaviour can also rediscover the understanding of a person’s
value: one’s intrinsic dignity, one’s longing for being more, one’s dreams of happiness and love.

Point 5

Are global warming, the hole in the ozone layer, the reduction in the water reserves, desertification,
air pollution, illnesses caused by the environment degradation, toxic and atomic garbage... accessible
issues and interesting to children? The presence of the issues on the environment in newspapers, on
television and in daily chat shows reaches children’s sensitivity, emotions and cognitive interests. As the
problems of the environment are part of children’s lives, they are challenged to speak of, think and worry
about them.

Nothing that surrounds me is strange to me. It is the same to children. ‘1 am myself and my
circumstance’, said the Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset. It means that the dreams, desires,
necessities, language, problems of social, cultural and physical environment, in which | am inserted,
are the raw materials that form my personality. As | am part of nature, every problem that affects the
environment — the air, plants, forests, rivers, animals, the conditions of life on Earth — affects me. ‘All
beings, men, women, animals, birds, plants, minerals are brothers and sisters’, said Saint Francis of
Assisi. As is written in the Earth Charter, ‘Humanity is a part of a vast evolving universe. Earth, our
home, is alive with a unique community of life’. ... we must decide to live with a sense of universal
responsibility, identifying ourselves with the whole Earth community as well as our local communities’.
The first principle of that Charter is to ‘recognize that all beings are interdependent and every form of life
has value regardless of its worth to human beings’.

Point 6

What are the best forms to incorporate these topics in ECCE? | have no doubt that the best way and the
most effective form of learning and building up attitudes in the early years is the Project Method. | will
make a brief reference to one project developed by a class of children aged 3 to 4, with the help of their
teacher, in the early childhood educational centre.

‘Project Earthworms’ — 3- and 4-year old children study earthworms

In an early childhood educational centre, a group of 3- and 4-year-old children decided to do a project on
earthworms. How did everything happen? They were playing in the playground. Under the dry leaves of
an orange tree, Felipe saw a small animal. He called his colleagues who were nearby: ‘Look, look!” One
of them said: ‘It is an earthworm’. They observed, turned the worm with a stick, put it on a dry leaf and
put soil on top of it. Returning to the classroom, the comments about what happened under the orange
tree became the main subject of the class. The teacher gave ‘wings to the imagination’, posing several
questions, trying to understand what the children had observed, and what their comments were on the
worm. Luisa spoke: ‘My father creates earthworms’. Trying to turn the information into a discussion for
the group, the teacher asked: ‘Why does her father create earthworms?’ The answer soon came: ‘He sells
earthworm manure’. ‘Do earthworms make manure?’ the teacher insisted. Why do they create manure?




The answers kept coming. After a while, they came to this conclusion: ‘They fluff the land and the
plants grow’. The interest of the children was visible. They all wanted to know more about earthworms.
Some children said they had never seen one, and nobody knew how those little worms could make the
land softer and more fertile to the plants.

The teacher suggested the class to do a project. They could learn how the worms move and create
tunnels, what they eat and why they hate sunlight. They would begin by inviting Luisa’s father for a talk
on his work. They would then build an ‘earthworm house’ and put it in the garden. Finally, they would put
the produced manure on the school plants and would exchange the broken flowerpot for a new one and
use the fertilizer made by their earthworms in the new pot.

When Luisa’s father came to the school, he brought an ‘earthworm house’ made of glass, where
the children could observe the work of the earthworms. He also explained how they multiply, how they
create humus and why it is a good fertilizer for kitchen gardens. He spoke about the micro-organisms that
live in the humus, and their importance for plants in general, and for vegetables in particular. In the end,
the children were curious to know how he made the earthworms’ house.

The next step was to build the earthworms’ house. Through the Internet, they found several
practical suggestions. Co-ordinated by the teacher, the children suggested several necessary materials:
a plastic bottle, a pair of scissors to cut the side of the bottle, a kilogram of soil, a little sand, an adhesive
strip, a bag of black plastic or a piece of aluminium foil to cover the bottle (to make it dark so that the
worms would not suffer from the light). Other important things were food leftovers, fruit peelings and
rotting fruit and, most important, a few earthworms. The teacher wrote on the board everything the
children were saying, and then asked them to draw a picture of those objects on white paper.

The tasks for the next few days were divided amongst the children. Helped by the teacher, they
obtained the materials, and started to work. They cut a large strip on one side of the bottle through
which they could dispose of the layers of soil, sand, dry leaves and fruit peelings. Finally, they put in
the earthworms and covered everything with dry lettuce leaves. They then covered the bottle with
black plastic. Every day, the plastic was removed to observe what had happened. After four weeks,
the difference was quite visible: the layers were now all mixed. The colour and the composition of the
materials inside the bottle had changed.

While those ‘soil workers’ (as one child commented) were working producing humus, the children
were investigating on the Internet. They learnt many curious things: for example, there are several sizes
of earthworms, from those 0.5 centimetres long to those of 3 metres. In ancient Egypt, they were revered
as sacred animals because they fertilized the banks of the River Nile. Some people eat worms, because
they are very nourishing, with abundant proteins.

A few days later, when the manure was ready, the children put it in the plant pots and replanted the
flower that had lost its flowerpot, broken after being hit by a ball.

Even so, the project did not end there. In the classroom bookcase, the children found a book with
a tale explaining that once upon a time an earthworm was recognized as a hero for its manure, because
it was used to help medicinal plants to grow, which saved the life of a boy...

All the knowledge acquired in this project inspired the children’s interest to cultivate a vegetable
garden at the school, and to construct a flowerbed using medicinal plants.




Point 7

It is necessary that the government and politicians acknowledge the importance of early education in
building up a sustainable society. The United Nations, international organizations and national governments
have been obtaining good results in creating a consciousness about the seriousness of the problems that
are placing life on our planet at risk. People are becoming more sensitive to the dangers threatening the
environment. However, they have not realized that childhood is a privileged time to create a new attitude
of care, respect and sustainability of life on our planet.

Early childhood education has not yet been part of great national decisions. Perhaps the reason
for such an absence is that the effects of ECCE are recognized only in the medium and long term, or
because children are still seen as citizens of secondary importance — when other challenges, aims and
objectives of a country are considered. That is the reason why we must argue, demonstrate and use
social pressure to put children on to the national agenda. They need to be seen as citizens.

The necessity to act now in the political and economic field —in order to stop the planet’s destruction—
does not eliminate the importance of recognizing the strategic importance of the first years of life, for
nurturing a new attitude in relation to the environment, and developing activities in early childhood
education.

In conclusion, we call the authorities’, the intellectuals’ and the teachers’ attention to the potential
role of ECCE in forming citizens for a sustainable society. If the creation of a sustainable society ‘requires
a change of mind and heart’, as is said in the Earth Charter, nothing would be better than to start it in
the first years of a human being’s life. It is during that time that we learn to respect and care for the
community of life.




Lenira Haddad, Brazil

‘I believe that we are at a time when we have an old paradigm, an old principle that obligates to
disjoint, to simplify, to reduce, to formalize, without being able to communicate what is disjointed and
without being able to conceptualize neither the sets nor the complexity of what is real. We are at a
period "between two worlds”: one, that is about to die, but still has not died, and another, that wants
to be born, but still has not been born. We are in a great confusion, in one of these agonizing periods,
of births, that are similar to the periods of agony, of deaths; but | believe that in this great confusion
different movements exist . . . for the reintroduction of conscience in science. The stake is not simply
a stake for enrichment of a scientist’s spirit, which would not be that bad. It is not only the conscience
in the sense of the complexity that a mutilated vision of things had eliminated, which would also be
very good! | think the stake is not solely scientific. More than that: it is profoundly political and human,
human in a sense that it concerns, maybe, the future of humanity.’

Morin (2000), p. 40-1

Abstract

This article discusses the role of early childhood education for a sustainable
society from the perspective of the policy and research issues related
to young children’s lives and sustainable development. Recognizing its
intensive interconnection with many dimensions of the civil society, the
notion of a ‘specific dignity’ of early childhood education (ECE) is pointed as
a key instrument for the achievement of a sustainable society.

his article intends to discuss the role of early childhood education for a sustainable society
from the perspective of the policy and research issues related to young children’s lives and
sustainable development. Recognizing its intensive interconnection with many dimensions
of civil society, we shall discuss the notion of a ‘specific dignity’ of early childhood education
(ECE) as a key instrument for the achievement of a sustainable society.

By a ‘specific dignity’, we mean the emergence of ECE as it tries to build its own particular identity.
Early childhood education as it is understood today, services for children up to 6 years’ old, and is a




recent phenomenon, present in most societies, and born from the dialogue between the needs of civil
society, in an accelerated process of change, and resources available for children and their families. This
is a dialogue that touches dimensions of human existence not considered by modern science — such
as gender roles, the relationship between working life and family life, the upbringing of children in an
extra-familiar milieu, and the everyday intense relationships of young children. Its legitimation is closely
associated with the need to break old paradigms — such as the exclusive family responsibility for the care,
upbringing and education of young children, and the model of formal education that does not correspond
with the playful, affective, imaginative and inquisitive nature of young children. These paradigms have
been supported by common sense, as well as scientific knowledge. The context in which ECE builds its
identity is also a context that inaugurates new meanings for parental roles, relationships between men
and women, family and state, and education for young children.

ECE can be at the same time: (a) a place where children live their childhood; (b) a space for
meeting friends, enlarging experiences, improving knowledge and carrying out their projects; (c) the
first step of basic education; (d) an important support system for fathers and mothers who are working;
and (e) an important mechanism to foster social and gender equality. Thus, the ‘specific dignity’ of ECE
is expressed in its multifunctional and multidimensional feature that highlights its distinction from other
levels of education.

For its connection with important spheres of life, ECE is more closely related to the idea of
sustainable development than other levels of formal education. For this reason the relationship between
these two themes, ECE and sustainable society, generates two different types of demand.

The first is a review of the ECE position in the debate about education for sustainable development.
This demand stems from the fact that when ECE is debated in the realm of other levels of formal
education, its specific features are obscured by the assumptions of the overall educational system. Most
of the time education is reduced to the aspects of academic (or formal) learning, while other important
issues related to human existence disappear. Sustainable development (SD) touches upon all aspects
of the social and institutional fabric, and in this sense provides a way of articulating the overall social
project and the aim of development; if education for sustainable development (ESD) is ‘the educational
process of achieving human development [...] in an inclusive, equitable and secure manner, which
includes education for poverty alleviation, human rights, gender equality, cultural diversity, international
understanding, peace and many more’,"* thus it is crucial to include ECE in the ESD agenda starting from
the human development perspective and not starting from the learning perspective.

The framework for implementation of the Decade of the Education for Sustainable Development
(DESD)*? presents a wider concept of education — stressing ‘sharing knowledge, skills, values and
perspectives throughout a lifetime of learning in such a way that it encourages sustainable livelihoods
and supports citizens to live sustainable lives’. It is not enough to embrace the comprehensiveness of the
potential of ECE in order to build a sustainable society.

This leads to the second demand, which is the necessity for a broader approach to encompass
the complexity of the relationship between ECE and sustainable society. Improving strategies to increase
the child’s and teacher’s consciousness of environmental problems is very important, but not sufficient
when thinking about ESD. The process of widening the options and capabilities of individuals, widening
the social and cultural horizon of peoples’ lives, improving the quality of common life, the confidence
of people in others and in the future of society, highlighting the possibilities of people to take forth
initiatives and innovations that allow them to carry out their creative potential and contribute effectively

11.  Available in: www.ias.unu.edu/research/esd.cfm.
12.  http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php URL_ID=23365&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL _
SECTION=201.html.
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to the collective life, are all dimensions that have been added to the concept of sustainable development
(Guimaraes, 2001, p. 51).

We cannot replicate the error of modern science in neglecting life, society and the notion of man
as an object of study in natural and human science. The harmonization of social, environmental and
economic objectives, as is proposed in the definition of sustainable development, demands the ability to
situate the object in the context in which it is inserted, considering jointly the constituent components of
the phenomenon in question.

The paradigm of ‘disjunction, simplification and sovereign legislation’, as it is described by Morin
(2000, p. 67), dominated for a long time a notion of a science that tries to divide the world into its
constituents. According to the author, the lack of ability to recognize, to treat and to think the complexity
of a phenomenon is the result of our educational system that ‘imposes in us a way of knowledge that
arises from the organization of science and techniques of the XIX century, which is diffused in the mindset
of social, political and human activities’ (Morin, op cit., p. 90).

Thus, we cannot lose sight of the interconnectedness inherent in all dimensions that involve the
ECE field and the context in which they emerge. The conscious of this interdependence is the only
vehicle that can supply us the information about the obstruction points or vulnerable zones that prevent
advances, and demand a more effective action. The conceptual quest of ECE — which is associated
with the need to break old paradigms of the exclusivity of the family and the model of formal school
as mentioned above — seems to be the key issue. Because of the lack of proper comprehension, it still
constitutes the main obstacle for advancement, weakening achievements in the field.

ECE as a professional field emerges side by side with the modern epistemology, announcing new
ways of seeing and thinking about the education, socialization and upbringing of young children. Most
likely it is still located between the two words that Morin refers to in the phrase cited earlier, ‘one, that
is about to die, but still has not died, and another, that wants to be born, but still has not been born’.
Considering that the child is subject of rights, including the one to be taken care of, raised and educated
in a context which is not only in the family, and that the family’s responsibilities can be shared with
society, causes at least unease. Therefore, it is easier to reduce the broader educational dimension of
ECE to schooling.

Today, in many countries, there is increasing attention given to the relationship between ECE and
compulsory school. Many factors contribute to this, the tendency for a universal provision for the age
prior to entering compulsory school, the growing recognition of ECE as a foundation stage of lifelong
learning, and the global economy that gives more attention to school performance, bringing pressure for
ECE to ensure prompt readiness for school.

Conscious of the need for continuity in children’s education, Starting Strong (OECD, 2001) made
a number of recommendations to promote a strong and equal partnership between early childhood
education and the primary school: (a) ECE should be recognized as a public good, and an important part
of the education process; (b) a more unified approach to learning in both systems should be adopted;
and (c) attention should be given to challenges faced by young children as they enter school, or transition
from one type of service to another.

The second report, Starting Strong Il (OECD, 2006) gives two main approaches being adopted
by member countries: one following the ‘readiness for school’ model, and another ‘the social pedagogy
tradition’. The ‘readiness for school’ approach, adopted by France and the English-speaking world,
focuses on cognitive development in the early years, and the acquisition of a range of knowledge,
skills and dispositions that children should develop as a result of classroom experiences. Contents and




pedagogical methods in early and primary education have been brought closer together, generally in
favour of teacher-centred and academic approaches.

The ‘social pedagogy tradition’ adopted by Nordic and Central European countries, sees ECE as a
broad preparation for life, and the foundation stage of lifelong learning. The focus is placed on supporting
children in their current developmental tasks and interests. The approach to children encompasses
care, upbringing and education. Links with the primary school — and free-time services — are maintained
through a variety of mechanisms, and there is wide acknowledgement that kindergarten pedagogy should
influence at least the early years of the primary school.

While in the first model, partnership is viewed from the point of view of the school, in a way that
ECE serves the objectives of public education and provides children with ‘readiness for school’ skills, in
the second tradition, there is a strong belief that early childhood pedagogy should permeate the lower
classes of primary school (OECD, 2006, p. 59). The report describes this tradition a follows:

... kindergarten is seen as a broad preparation for life. Parents are seen as important partners and
the early childhood institution is conceived as bridging the public and private spheres, which is
fully taking into account the rights of parents and the interests of young children. A more holistic
approach to learning is practised and greater emphasis is placed on learning to live together and
on supporting children in their current developmental tasks and interests. National curriculum
frameworks guide the work of the centres and orient, in general terms, the pedagogical work and
the content of children’s learning.

By emphasizing the role of ECE to support families and broaden the developmental needs of young
children, combining care, upbringing and learning, this approach seems to be close to the meaning of
sustainable development defended in this article. It helps to assure the well-being of young children and
the appropriate conceptualization of early childhood institutions, and therefore, it can be an important
reference in the discussion on the role of ECE for a sustainable society.

In Brazil, a closer relationship between ECE and compulsory school has started with the approval
of the Law of Guidelines and Bases of National Education — LDB/96, which recognizes ECE as the first
step of basic education and unifies the services in the same educational system, generating a set of
regulations, including the qualification of the ECE professionals.

The transition of the services to the education system has taken different paces throughout the
country. In some states, it started even before the approval of the law; in others, the transition has just
started. In any case, one can say that the approach of the two systems has brought both advantages and
risks. The positive side is the improvement of ECE institutional bases, especially concerning regulations,
monitoring, controlling and evaluation of the services as well as the pedagogical approach. The downside,
however, is that as ECE becomes more fully integrated into the educational system, the services have
become more ‘school-like’ in terms of opening hours, staffing, adult—child ratio, pedagogy and physical
setting, and at the same time more isolated from child welfare, health and related areas.

Moreover, the redefinition of the services set by the 1996 National Law (créeches for under 3-year
olds and preschools for 4- to 6-year olds, in contrast to the traditional division by goal — full-time créches
for poor families and part-time for 4- to 6-year-olds), has brought different interpretations of how the
ECE system should be organized. In many cities, the segmentation of services by age was followed by a
radical reduction in the attention given to children under 3, and in the provision of full-time for 4-6-year-
old children.

More recently, the question of a closer relationship between ECE and compulsory school has
gained more force with the approval of the law that included 6-year-old children in elementary school




education, extending the period of compulsory schooling from eight to nine years. Although the law sets
the deadline at 2010, this change brought back an old debate on the role of ECE for the success of the
school.

The process of building ‘a strong and equal partnership with the education system’ has been
threatened by the old and powerful tradition of formal education. In many ways, Brazil has adopted
the ‘schoolifying’ model as it is described in the OECD report (OECD, 2006, pp. 62-63), a term that has
connotations of taking over early childhood institutions in a colonizing manner. The tendency to introduce
the contents and methods of primary schooling into early education is well established. Until recently,
the elementary school division at the Ministry of Education was responsible only for the preschool
classes linked to the educational system, and has administered them on primary school lines. Preschool
teachers were trained predominantly in primary education methods and had little or no certification in
early childhood pedagogy.

Preschool children attend class groups ranging in size from twenty to forty children, cared for
by one teacher and rarely with an assistant. Classes are organized, as in primary school, according to
year of birth, with young children spending much of their time indoors, doing their letters and numbers
in preparation for school. Moreover, the basic equipment is reduced to chairs, tables, blackboard and
locked shelves. Materials and resources are hardly available and accessible to children.

The adoption of elementary school terms, such as students, classroom, lessons and homework are
common. There is a strong belief that children should be seen and not heard, that being quiet and being
seated are conditions for learning, ‘now it is not time to talk, neither to look back otherwise you won’t
learn’; that the activities have to be accomplished individually, without the aid of colleagues (Andrade,
2006, p. 114).

The interests, experience and choices of young children are often ignored. Play, exploration of the
outdoors, contact with nature, freedom of movement, exchange with peers and children’s own discovery
are hardly seen as important pedagogical components. In sum, the specific needs and learning patterns
of younger children are hardly understood and very little space is given to the vision of competent children
who can think and act for themselves.

Like in many other countries, the ‘schoolifying’ approach, presented in many public preschools in
Brazil, presupposes that children enter primary school already prepared to read and write, and are able
to conform to normal classroom procedures.

A strong and equal partnership with the education system requires consideration of the fundamental
differences between ECE and compulsory school. The first differential mark is the trajectory of these
institutions. Different from the compulsory school, ECE does not present a continuous, linear history.
As already mentioned, ECE is a demand from civil society, and its trajectory is marked by discontinuity,
inconsistencies, contradictions, parallelisms, and the overlapping of responsibilities between the social
and educational sectors. The convergence of social and educational objectives is very recent in Brazil;
therefore, they can withstand all the incoherence that has been characterizing the field.

On the other hand, compulsory school presents a more continuous evolution. It was recognized
as a right for more time than was ECE, and presents clearer objectives. In synthesis, while ECE is still in
search of its identity, compulsory school has already a marked trail; while there is a mess of concepts
around ECE, blending the most ambiguous feelings about childhood and extra-familiar care, compulsory
school already has a consolidated meaning in the common sense. This helps to explain the enormous
distance between what is said in Brazilian law and what is done in the centres, and why the adoption of
objectives and methods of compulsory school in ECE is supported by common sense.




This question leads us to the importance of the development of research in social representation
of ECE to deepen our understanding of this cloudy territory where the ECE institutions are grounded. It is
important to keep in mind that the social representations of childhood, family and ECE presented in the
teachers’, parents’, and decision-makers’ universe, come from a ‘pre-existent referential of thinking’ that
were generated in locales of common sense and have been evocated for a long time, therefore difficult
to be negotiated (Moscovici, 2005, p. 216).

One cannot expect that old representations be easily overcome just by the approval of laws that
legitimate new conceptions and guidelines. On the contrary, it is necessary to search the obstruction
points that prevent progress and act upon them. The meaning and implication of a model based on
human rights and shared responsibility between family and state (Haddad, 2002) still seems unclear to
users, teachers and leaders. Neither is the question clear nor advocated by teacher’s training centres,
the main meaning makers. By the way, only recently (December 2005), the qualification of ECE teachers
in Brazil became a responsibility of the pedagogy course, which also does not have a tradition of dealing
with the dimensions of ECE that go beyond the question of teaching-learning.

As was said by John Bennett (2007), ‘young children placed in an over-formalized, school-like
situation from their early years are denied the experience of appropriate early childhood pedagogy’. It
seems that the strengthening of the field, highlighting its specific culture, greatness and identity (and the
achievement of a privileged place among other sectors of education), is the greatest challenge towards
contributing to a sustainable development. However, the expansion of the field has grown very rapidly as
well as its approach to compulsory school without properly qualified professionals.

If we do not pay attention to this issue, the old teaching approach, so contested by Paulo Freire,
dominated by a ‘banking’ model of formal education, will contaminate our early childhood system.
Millions of children all over the world, especially from poor families, instead of appropriate early childhood
pedagogy, will experience pedagogy for submission.
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Abstract

Peace is conceived as a social project based on justice, respect for the rights
of others and of nations associated with international solidarity. Opposing
this project there are certain elements that stand against this state of justice
- for example armed violence, the economic model of violence, and violence
against nature, as well as the political model of violence. Educating for peace
is educating for justice; for this reason, new ways of perceiving, acting
and thinking in social and environmental policies are necessary. Current
conditions in Latin America — with pollution, ecological damage, disorderly
growth of cities with a large urban marginality, high rates of deforestation,
erosion and reduction of land for cultivation, smaller spaces for survival of
indigenous minorities, difficult access to water, and increasingly precarious
natural resources - is explained by these undesirable effects of development
and modernization. This concern has caused Latin America to search for a
‘sustainable development’. Change is not possible only through education,
but it is possible to contribute through educational programmes for peace from
early childhood.

y creating the World Organization for Early Childhood Education (OMEP), in the wake of
the Second World War, its founders wanted an organization contributing to world peace.
This objective was formally expressed in its bylaws and has been constantly reaffirmed
during its history, remaining in its spirit. By devoting itself to the education of boys and
girls from birth to 8 years’ old, when their personality is being shaped, OMEP’s task is ‘to

seek means of instilling in children a spirit of peace’.

OMEP has shared these basic ideals with UNESCO, and has contributed in its area of competence,
declaring itself as a school of peace supporting its members to find sufficient paths of educative actions
for international comprehension and world peace.




Educating for peace: difficulties and challenges

One of humankind’s permanent aspirations, and of primary importance, is the yearning for peace. Perhaps
it is the most important aspiration of humankind, since peace is a primordial dimension of love. It might
be impossible as an absolute achievement, but in the fight to obtain it, and keep it, generations have
passed by since the beginning of humankind.

The contingency fact makes these topics to be of relevant importance in education. Violence is
part of the news that we receive daily. These facts, often shown with images and, sometimes, with details
of incredible crudeness, indicate with a pathetic insistence the lack of peace and understanding in the
world. However, important efforts are being made to change the prevailing pattern; the agreement of the
44th Session of the International Conference on Education, meeting in Geneva in October 1994, defined
as the culture of peace: ‘a process of non-violent social development linked to justice, human rights,
democracy and development, which can be built only by the participation of individuals at all levels’. This
is a message from Pierre Sané, Assistant Director-General of Social and Human Sciences. The editorial,
‘A Better World is Possible’, December 2006 to February 2007, is a call for a renewal of this agreement:

Peace is conceived not only as the absence of war but as a society project based on justice,
respect for the rights of people and of nations, in other words, peace is a positive principle of human
relations based on equality, mutual respect, the cooperation of everyone for a common weal. This
concept outlined by Catalina Ferrer, does not equate peace with absence of conflicts, either in the
intrapersonal, interpersonal or social. On the contrary, peace needs to be created, which implies
according to circumstances, the capacity to face conflicts, oppose injustices, confront established
order, to question and be questioned, to negotiate, to dialogue, to strengthen oneself.

Human rights are conceived, not only as a group of laws or as an international regulation system
present in the Constitution but as a topic permanently considered and as a complex system of
equality relationships, at the same time, in daily life and in social structures. In other words, human
rights involve, on the one hand a set of regulations expressing the aspirations of every human
being and of every country for a decent life and on the other, the conditions that allow the real
exercise of these rights in daily life.

Each one of these rights implicitly expects of each individual duty towards the other and towards
the community. It is a dialectic process of mutual respect, of justice and of shared responsibility,
of equality and of supportive involvement.

International solidarity is a concept closely bound to human rights and peace. As a matter of fact,
if peace is considered as a society project based on justice, and respect towards the rights of
people and of nations, in turn, international solidarity constitutes the road to peace.

Peace: social Utopia

Not withstanding the paradoxical connotation of this word, peace continues to be a Utopia of all nations.
It is not only absence of war, but also a state of justice that we cannot accomplish; on the contrary,
sometimes it seems that we are destroying it. Catalina Ferrer, the outstanding educator, indicated three
factors that go against this state of justice generator of peace: (a) armed violence; (b) economic model
violence; and (c) violence against nature. | would also add as a factor: the violence of the political model.
Time has elapsed, and the same factors are still working against peace. It is a difficult task to determine
if these factors are stronger than before. However, it is clear that they play an important role.




Armed violence. This continues to stun the world. We are witnessing wars where gigantic resources
are used. We see on television the bombarding of cities, where each spark on the screen, represents
death and destruction. We are witnesses of an asymmetric force applied by powerful armies against
underdeveloped nations, and terrorist acts that we only knew in fiction. They argue that the violence
carried out is answering the violence of the other, becoming an intricate circle without an answer. Violence
becomes legitimized. With each act of violence, fear of the other increases: fear and distrust generate it
and increase it. However, we know that it does not work, and that innocent people die, the humble ones
who only wish for dignity.

Violence for economic reasons. The opening of the world markets has had as a consequence
an unprecedented competition in searching for the control of world trade. One of the results of the
globalization phenomena is that what happens in one nation affects the whole planet. There is a struggle
between nations, between regions and between transnational companies, which is affecting us all. It is
a total and not always a bloodless war. In addition, internal fights take place in every country. As in all
controversies, success is in the hands of the strong and mighty competitors. Weak ones are the losers.
Revenue distribution has become more and more unequal. How can peace survive in such a state of
injustice?

Violence against nature. As a result of centuries of exploitation (with an unimaginable increase in the
last century of human intervention with nature), we are now witnessing devastation without precedence.
Scientists from all over the world are warning about the danger that hangs over humanity. A global
reaction is taking place, but countries feel helpless when they face a negative response from greater
nations, such as the United States, in signing treaties to protect nature from greater damage that will
become irreparable. We have the impression that even nature is rebelling against its pillaging. Nature also
tends towards equilibrium — which is equivalent to society’s yearning for justice.

Violence for political reasons. | added as one of the factors that rebound in the absence of peace,
the existing violence of the political model. The three previous factors could change if the immense
majority of the members of the society would participate in political decisions. However, they do not.
Full democracy has not been reached in any country, even though we can notice significant differences.
War decisions, regarding economic and sustainable development matters, respectful of nature, are taken
by small groups who hold power. Contradictions between these groups and the large majorities usually
become conflicting and confronting situations resulting in a lack of governance. To educate for political
life participation seems to be an essential task for peace.

Peace: individual yearning

Besides being a Utopia of nations, peace is an individual yearning. To create feelings, create deep bonds,
discover one’s own identity, take root, learn to give and to receive, have a sense of transcending are
spiritual experiences leading to the achievement of inner peace, either individually or in groups of different
religions, spiritual development groups, sects, aid organizations.

Being able to live spiritual experiences smoothly can derive from the inner peace we are seeking.
The question that comes into our mind is: Is it possible to reach inner peace amid a world in competition,
in conflict, in confrontation, in conflagration? Is it possible to close our eyes in the face of painful realities
that we must daily witness and obtain inner peace? In some cases, it can happen that closing one’s eyes
is not an attempt to ignore reality, but as an act of deep rapprochement with our own beatings, hopes
and dreams allowing us to survive, to grow and the possibility to transcend. To reach inner peace, it is
probably necessary to recognize our own limitations, and to become aware that inner peace will help us
to reach others more easily.




Allow me to meditate more regarding spiritual experiences, which could take you to a state of inner
peace. Building up senses is something we do during a lifetime, from childhood; it is not done only by
those who have left childhood. Daily activities fill us with worries and, sometimes, anguish. Children are
often victims of tedious imposed obligations, at school and at home. Sometimes we deprive them of their
games (which provide them with a deep and consistent apprenticeship), forcing them to carry out tasks
that mean nothing to them. Apparently, getting ‘children adapted’ to this situation means having children
and adults with no sense of life — therefore, without inner peace.

Creating bonds is also something that you carry out during a lifetime. These are created before
birth. The quality of contacts that are established throughout life, allow us to create solid emotional
bonds. All this appears very simple, but the quality of the contacts depends on the words that the child
hears, how he/she is cared for and caressed, of the time genuinely dedicated to the child, of the fondness
reflected in our eyes, of the beauty of our relations with all those who surround us. We can give peace
only if we possess it.

We create emotional bonds not only with people. We also create it with the natural and cultural
environment to which we feel we belong. To learn to love nature, to feel part of it, to take care of it as
we take care of our lives, to learn about it in all its details, allows us to create this bond that involves our
feeling, our thoughts and our acts.

To feel that we are part of the culture that formed us from birth — and that we have the possibility
to continue building during our lifetime, with our ideas, our beliefs and dreams - it allows us to feel that
we belong to something that transcends us. This sense of belonging helps us to settle down firmly and
to stand up in front of the world with a serene, peaceful and creative attitude.

We create our identity based on our relations with others, receiving from others that which we are
able to accept, until it becomes ours, and giving to others what we can share. ‘The definition of my own
self always involves a difference with the values, characteristics and lifestyle of others’. We tell ourselves
a ‘story’ on how we see ourselves, and we believe it. That is how we start being different, until we
adopt our own identity. A positive self-value goes parallel with the feeling we are transmitting to others,
favouring our self-esteem. However, it is necessary to take into account that ‘it is not possible to have
personal identities without collective identities and vice-versa’. We belong to a community with which we
identify ourselves. The conception of the community also becomes a kind of ‘story’ that we collectively
accept and that, with some differences, we accept individually. It is the collective story to which the
community identifies, and with which we also identify, even though it is never a total identification, due
to our own characteristics.

Depending on our capacity to conceive an individual identity with an adequate self-esteem,
recognizing positive qualities of others, helps us to establish relationships with others. In the same way,
nations or communities who conceive their identities positively and are able to recognize in other nations
or communities their characteristic distinctive qualities, are able to share a relationship in peace.

Education has a relevant mission to help individuals and communities in creating identities for
peace. Girls and boys who have an identity that gives them security, a capacity for contact and empathy,
are beings of peace. On the other hand, those who are conceived as weak, isolated and lonely, become
hostile and sad beings. To remove them from this situation is a difficult task. Those with a positive identity
contribute to peace, to nations and communities that value themselves, without deteriorating the values
of others.




Challenges of sustainable development

Sustainable development refers to the economic, political, social, environmental, cultural and institutional
aspects of development, based on new ethics where equity and human rights are at the core of the
process.

New areas for discussion are required, where the various social actors build a new society project.
Both the state and the market are not enough: civil society participation is required. This participation is
vital for achieving a consensus on the type of development to be built.

Current conditions in Latin America — such as pollution, ecological deterioration, industrialization,
the unplanned expansion of cities with a huge urban marginality, the rates of deforestation, erosion and
reduction of cultivable land, reduced space for the survival of indigenous minorities, difficult access to
water and natural resources, which are increasingly precarious are explained by some of these undesirable
effects of development and modernization.

It is essential to recreate the concept of ‘development’. Elizalde and Quiroga state that the
concept of ‘development’, with its inferred meaning of ‘sustainable’, requires to be dissociated from
the notion of ‘development’ understood as growth (2000). The difference between both notions, i.e.
development / growth, understood as an unlimited progression, supposes an ever-open possibility to
expand the horizon, because the systemic limitations are unknown. It is thought that there will usually
be some way to overcome the limitations that may arise by means of handling some of the variables
involved. The new concept recognizes the existence of limits or thresholds. Once contravened, inevitably
catastrophic or collapsing conditions of the systems being developed are generated.

Development, as stated by Denis Goulet, requires clear ethical contents —respect for biological
and cultural diversity, the coexistence of a plurality of rationalities: that is to say tolerance, recognition of
the plurality of potential models, a non-reductionist approach to economy, the valuation of human beings
as an ultimate value that is not merely instrumental, the sacred respect for the biosphere as the basis for
sustaining human existence, and the responsibility for the management of the Cosmos and the integrity
and survival of nature (2000).

Likewise, these authors state that development must also involve the existence of a deeply
solidary ethos, expressed in the inner solidarity of peoples, international solidarity and inter-generational
solidarity. Solidarity alone may counteract the effects of the excluding dynamics of the market forces and
growth processes, operating without any control or regulation.

Concern for the environmental deterioration produced by the in-force model of development, and
the introduction of the idea that there are certain ecological limits to economic growth, have given rise
to the notion of ‘sustainable development’ that has been defined as ‘such development that meets the
needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs’ (Brundtland, 1986).

An experience of a human rights programme with preschool children was developed in New
Brunswick, Canada, in 1991, with the following four targets:

Learn to know oneself and fully realize one’s own potential, in self-respect and the harmony of both.
Learn to establish interpersonal relationships based on mutual respect and co-operation.

Learn to relate to social reality based on the respect for socio-cultural differences and solidarity.
Learn to be in contact with the natural environment based on the respect for the environment.




Without pretending that social change may be conducted only by means of education, we believe that
as far as it establishes co-operation links between the various levels of the educational system and non-
formal education, it may contribute to the development of both awareness and a practice of human rights.
Let me quote Andrés Dominguez Vial (2003), ‘Education for human rights evolves from the education of
people through the education of the community and society as a whole ... Then it is not a programme
that may be reduced to certain pedagogical activity and a certain way of social communication. Then
education for human rights appears to be the development, the ability to liberate, which by means of
self-transformation and the transformation of the environment, allows expanding the life capabilities of
people and the social group.’

References

Bruntland, G. (ed.). 1987. Our Common Future: The World Commission on Environment
and Development, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dominguez, A. (2003) Education and Human Rights, the Practice of the Chilean
Commission of Human Rights. Education for La Paz and the Human Rights: a
Vision from Chile. p. 28.

Ferrer, C. 1993. To Educate for Human Rights, Peace, Protection of the Environment
and International Solidarity: The Programme of Prescolar Education Francéfono
of New Brunswick. Perspective Magazine, No. 7.

Larrain, J. 2005. Modern Latin America. Globalization and Identity. p. 93.Santiago de
Chile, LOM Editions.

OMEP. 1998. 50 years in the service of Early Childhood. Goutard, Madelaine.

Participacion superacion de la pobreza y desarrollo sustentable. Aprendizaje de los
fondos sociales y ambientales de América Latina y el Caribe. Fondo de las
Ameéricas, Fosis, Marzo 2000, Santiago de Chile.




Liu Yan and Liu Fengfeng, China

Abstract

This article discussed the concept of sustainable development with the
Chinese philosophy of harmony, and explored the approaches of ECE for
sustainable development in China, with a global vision. The authors believe
that early childhood education plays important roles in building a harmonious
and sustainable society. ECE for sustainable development consists of ECE
for young children’s lifelong sustainable development and young children’s
learning for sustainable development. ‘Integrated curriculum with ESD’, ‘real
life questions’, and ‘homemade toys’, etc., could be adopted as appropriate
and effective approaches of young children’s learning for sustainable
development.

The definitions of ‘sustainable development’ and
a ‘harmonious society’

he concept of sustainable development may be said to be the result of a series of crises

human beings have been and are facing. Since the middle of the last century, humans have

clearly sensed the danger and problems in the environment, society and the economy that

were due to increasing desires for material wealth and non-rational behaviours. It is not

only necessary to deal with these problems, but even more essential to see how they are
interrelated, and to recognize the fundamental need to develop a new perspective rooted in the principle
of sustainability.

Sustainable development is a concept that emerged in the 1980s. Many definitions of the
term have been introduced over the years, and the most commonly cited one comes from the 1987
Brundtland Report, Our Common Future. It states that sustainable development is development that
‘meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs’, which means that we cannot cause irreversible damage to natural capital in the long term
in return for short-term benefits. In the 1990s, the World Conservation Union (IUCN) defined sustainable
development as ‘improving the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting




ecosystems’, which emphasizes improving the quality of human life while protecting the Earth’s capacity
for regeneration. The two definitions both focus on the relationship between people and the natural
environment. By the time of the Johannesburg Summit in 2002, the definition of sustainable development
had been extended with the dimensions of social justice and the fight against poverty, and sustainable
development now encompasses three integrated dimensions: social, economic and ecological, for all
questions of development.

The concept of sustainable development gained widespread attention in China as soon as it
appeared. Since the 1980s, the economy has been growing rapidly in China, and has greatly improved
the quality of Chinese people’s life. On the one hand, it has brought nearly 200 million people out of
poverty, while creating some serious environmental and socio-economic problems on the other. Examples
of the latter are the damage to the environment and shortages of natural resources, the unbalanced
development between the urban and the rural areas, the wide gap between the rich and the poor, and
so on. In response to an urgent need to balance economic and social progress with concern for the
worsening natural environment, the Chinese people and government have put forward a new plan for
building a harmonious society in an all-round way, such as the approach to sustainable development of
human activities, the environment and society, which has now obtained nationwide recognition.

‘Harmony is valuable’ is the traditional philosophy of Chinese culture. In ancient China, the word
‘harmony’ was originally connected with music, and then was extended to human hearts, as the Doctrine
of Mean says, ‘When joy, anger, sorrow and pleasure develop to their appropriate levels, it is called
harmony’. ‘Harmony is the penetration of the Way through All-under-heaven’. It had been used to interpret
the relationships among people. For example, it can describe happy married life (A happy marriage is
just like two musical instruments performing in harmony.) Finally, harmony became an ideal of social and
political life. Zhong ChangTong, a politician and advisor to CaoCao, a politician and militarist who lived
towards the end of East Han Dynasty (A.0.25-220), said, ‘harmony is the basis of peace and tranquillity,
and disharmony is the cause of chaos and calamities’. Inspired by the traditional cultural philosophy of
‘harmony’, we now have a modern explanation for the need to ensure the harmonious development of
society — the harmony between human beings and nature, the harmony between people and the society
they live in, and the harmonious development of the individual.

The harmony between human beings and nature

Human beings and nature are equal, and should get along harmoniously. Human beings are not the hosts
of nature. To develop a harmonious relationship between humans and nature, it is necessary to reinforce
the protection of nature. A Chinese proverb says, ‘Do not drain the pond in order to fish; do not burn the
forest in order to hunt’. We cannot cause irreversible damage to natural capital in the long term in return
for short-term benefits. It is a matter of great urgency to reconstruct a balanced relationship between
human beings, and take all kinds of actions to protect the natural environment in order to recover a
supporting ecosystem.

The harmony between people and society

People in a society should get along harmoniously. Just as Mencius, a great ancient Chinese philosopher,
said, ‘Opportunities of time vouchsafed by Heaven are not equal to advantages of situation afforded by
the Earth, and advantages of situation afforded by the Earth are not equal to the unity arising from the
accord of people’. This means that the harmony among people is the most important key to success.
Human relationships play a more critical role than the others do, even today. A harmonious society




in today’s China should be built in a way that is democratic and legal, fair and just, honest and kind,
energetic, stable and orderly. We should make a great effort to establish a fair social system, to guarantee
the human rights of everyone, to narrow the widening wealth gap, and reduce the phenomenon of poverty,
especially in the rural areas, in order to increase the harmony among the communities.

The harmonious development of the individual

Sustainable development is not only necessary for society (people in general), but also for the individual.
Social sustainable development can only be realized if everyone is able to develop in a sustainable
way. For the individual, sustainable development is the capacity of lifelong learning and development,
which is based on a person’s all-round harmonious development. If a person’s all-round development is
harmonious, his or her development could be sustainable.

Quality education is the most important condition for people’s harmonious and sustainable
development. We should make a great effort to construct a quality educational system with equal
opportunities, and to form a learning community to support everyone’s lifelong learning. Society should
also help and support everyone’s sustainable development by encouraging, respecting and protecting
everyone’s innovations and creations.

The characteristics of ESD

The role of education in environment protection was recognized in the 1980s. In 1988, UNESCO put
forward the term ‘education for sustainability’, based on combining the goals, characteristics, tasks and
contents of environment education. During the whole of the 1990s, ‘education for sustainability’ mainly
meant environment education, and aimed to deal with the environmental crisis.

However, the solution of environmental issues is very complex, involving social, economic, cultural
and environmental aspects. It is impossible to solve the environmental crisis and to achieve the goals of
sustainable development only through the approach of environment education.

In December 2002, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) proposed the Decade of
Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) for the period 2005 — 2014, developed a draft International
Implementation Scheme (IIS) for the Decade, and explained ESD manifestly as set out below.

ESD tries to represent ‘the ideal and principles of sustainable development’, and focus on the
problems of three key areas of sustainable development — society, environment and economy, with
culture as an underlying dimension. This includes reality and future problems of sustainable development,
such as human rights, peace and human security, gender equality, cultural diversity and intercultural
understanding, health, HIV/AIDS, governance, natural resources, climate change, rural development,
disaster prevention and mitigation, poverty reduction, corporate responsibility and accountability, market
economy, etc.

‘ESD is fundamentally about values, with respect at the centre: respect for others, including those

of present and future generations, for difference and diversity, for the environment, for the resources of
the planet we inhabit.’

13. UNESCO, DESD, 2005.




‘ESD emphasizes interdisciplinary and holistic principles. Learning for sustainable development
embedded in the whole curriculum, not as a separate subject’. The goals of learning for sustainable
development are extensive, integrating with other disciplines. Because of its wide scope, it cannot be
isolated as a separate academic subject. ESD demands that the school curriculum be reconstructed
to enable students to understand how the subjects link with environmental, economic and social
problems.

‘ESD is for everyone, at whatever stage of life they find themselves. It takes place therefore within a
perspective of lifelong learning, engaging all possible spaces of learning, formal, non-formal and informal,
from early childhood to adult life’.

In sum, ESD is the education for forming the values, behaviour and lifestyle required by sustainable
development. The overall goal of ESD is ‘to integrate the values inherent in sustainable development
into all aspects of learning to encourage changes in behaviour that allow for a more sustainable and
just society for all’.' This new definition placed ESD beyond the narrow conception of environmental
education, and highlighted the important roles of ESD in promoting the sustainable development of
society, the environment and the economy.

Vigorous efforts are being made to set up ESD projects all over China. Since 1998, the Chinese
UNESCO committee has organized and promoted ESD EPD experimental projects in eight provinces
of China, which has involved more than 10,000 teachers and more than 50 million students. In 2003,
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao gave clear instructions for further ESD: ‘It is necessary for the majority of
citizens, especially young people, to receive education about the environment, health and education for
sustainable development. We should integrate this education with moral education and quality education,
and make it regular and institutionalized’. So far, China has formulated a five-year plan of ESD (2006-
2010): more and more teachers and students are participating in ESD, including some kindergartens for
3- to 6-year old children. However, the developmentally and culturally appropriate practice of ECE for
sustainable development still remains a problem that needs to be explored.

ECE for sustainable development

ECE for sustainable development should include two aspects: (a) ECE for young children’s sustainable
development; and (b) young children’s learning for sustainable development.

ECE for young children’s sustainable development

ESD is lifelong learning from childhood to adulthood. Building a sustainable society requires people with a
capacity for sustainable development, which is also the capability for lifelong learning and development.
However, it is the human being who is at the centre of sustainable development, and ‘everyone is a
stakeholder in education for sustainable development’.*®

14. Ibid.
15.  UN Decade for Education for Sustainable Development (2005-2014).




To keep learning and actively adjusting oneself to all kinds of challenges is a durable basis for the
ability to learn all one’s life, ESD should focus on cultivating children’s capacity for lifelong learning and
sustainable development by helping them learn to be, learn to live, learn to take responsibility and take
the initiative to act for the promotion of sustainable development and contribute to a more equitable and
sustainable future.

The foundations of lifelong sustainable development have to be firmly laid in early childhood. This
has to be done by cultivating their subjectivity, initiative, independence and creativity and promoting their
harmonious development. ESD calls for a re-orientation of ECE approaches, from didactic teaching to
facilitating children’s active learning and exploration; from emphasizing academic knowledge and skills
to valuing decision-making, critical thinking, problem solving, communication and co-operative skills,
and so on.

Young children’s learning for sustainable development

Based on the core values of sustainable development, the aims of young children’s learning for sustainable
development are to cultivate children’s awareness, knowledge, values, behaviours and habits related to
sustainable development, and to promote their ability to transform the ideal of sustainable development
into reality. However, helping young children to understand the meaning of sustainable development, and
learn to take relevant actions through a developmentally appropriate approach, is the core issue of young
children’s learning for sustainable development.

Young children’s learning for sustainable development should be embedded in their daily life and
play, integrated with their whole curriculum, not separated from their real life and become a separate
subject. ‘Integrated curriculum with ESD’, ‘real life questions’, and ‘homemade toys’, etc., could be adopted
as appropriate and effective approaches to young children’s learning for sustainable development.

Integrated curriculum with ESD

‘ESD is fundamentally about values, with respect at the centre: respect for others, including those of
present and future generations, for difference and diversity, for the environment, for the resources of the
planet we inhabit.’*® It is crucial to help young children to understand themselves and others and their links
with the wider natural and social environment, to learn to care about problems concerning sustainable
development, and to respect the diversity and difference of cultures and people in the world. These
contents of learning are quite complicated for young children to understand. Therefore, it is important
to integrate them with the curriculum content, which should reflect children’s current needs, interests,
and experiences and potential ability. Figure 1 shows an example of combining ‘respect’ for cultural
diversity and differences with the theme of ‘understanding myself’. The contents could be extended from
‘understanding myself’, ‘what | can do’, ‘my friends’, etc. to understanding ‘others’, ‘gender equality’,
and ‘respect the diversity and difference between people and cultures’.

16. Ibid.
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Figure 1. Combining ‘respect’ with the theme of ‘understanding myself’.

Real problem approach

Young children live in the real world in which they will face many real problems related to sustainable
development. Taking these real problems or questions as the starting point, the project activities could
be organized in order to give them the opportunity to participate in society, to express their own opinions
and to find solutions. The following network shows the project activities of ‘Sandstorm’. Sandstorms
occur every spring in Beijing. The kindergarten teachers initiated the project (see Figure 2). The paintings
by 5- to 6-year-old children (see below, photos 1-8) show their understanding and solutions to these real

problems.
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Figure 2. The ‘Sandstorm’ project.
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Making our own toys

Toys made by the children themselves are the opposite of commercially made toys. There is a great gap
between toy manufacturing and consumption among developed and developing countries. As the largest
toy manufacturer and exporter in the world, there are more than 8,000 toy manufacturing enterprises
in China, and about 3 million workers produce 75 per cent of the toys in the world. As a country with a
large population of 1.3 billion people, there are nearly 300 million children under 14 years of age, which
amounts to one-third of the total number of children of this age in the world. In the urban areas, there
are about 80 million children, who constitute a very large potential toy consumer group. However, for the
children in urban areas, the average consumption of toys is equivalent to about 35 Chinese dollars per
year, and for rural children, it is lower than 10 dollars. It is obviously very low in China, contrasting to an
average consumption of 340 U.S. dollars per year in developed countries, 144 U.S. dollars in European
countries and 13 U.S. dollars in some Asian countries.”

Although toys are not necessities, and children can play with anything at hand, they are important
materials for children’s pla