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As the impact of humans on the Earth 
and on its ecological systems that sus-
tain us become more visible — in terms 
of climate change, resource depletion, 
and species extinctions — so, too, it is 
becoming clearer that living sustain-
ably is essential, not optional. To live 
sustainably requires a mind shift for 
many people. Education for sustain-
ability is about promoting such a mind 
shift. Bonnett (2004) describes sustain-
ability as a “frame of mind,” a frame 
that impacts on every thought, decision, 
or action and a frame that is inclusive 
of social, economic, and environmental 
perspectives. Education for sustainabil-
ity is about questioning the way we live, 
the impacts we create as a unique part 
of Earth’s systems, and about creatively 
thinking of ways to live more lightly on 
the Earth. But, can this happen in early 

childhood centres? And why is it essen-
tial to begin in early childhood?

Sustainability in the early childhood 
sector

Davis (2009) states that internationally, 
over recent decades, the early childhood 
sector has been slower than other educa-
tion sectors to engage with education 
for sustainability. The pace, however, 
is quickening and in the last few years 
several publications have described how 
early childhood centres are engaging 
with education for sustainability (Davis, 
Gibson, Pratt, Eglington & Rowntree, 
2005; UNESCO, 2008a; Vaealiki & 
Mackey, 2008). Nevertheless, despite 
earlier calls — by individual authors, 
Wilson (1994) in the United States and 
Elliott and Emmett (1991) in Australia 
— it is only now internationally ac-
knowledged that lifelong learning about 
education for sustainability begins in 
early childhood from birth, not at school 
(UNESCO, 2008a). One recommendation 
of the Gothenburg Recommendations 
(UNESCO, 2008b) is that education for 

sustainability be incorporated in the 
early childhood sector without delay. 
It is essential that all early childhood 
practitioners contribute to this uptake 
and help to create a mind shift to 
sustainability in the early childhood 
sector. 

Creating a mind shift to sustainability 
is as much about practices as process 
for early childhood centres. Sustain-
able practices such as recycling or 
conserving water might be instigated 
by an individual centre staff member 
or prompted by regulatory compli-
ance, but broader uptake, leading to 
multiple mind shifts and ultimately to 
a centre culture that embraces sustain-
ability is not assured. Drawing on the 
limited early childhood research to 
date (Davis, Gibson, Pratt, Eglington, 
& Rowntree, 2005; Elliott, unpub-
lished; Elliott & Davis, 2009; UNESCO, 
2008a; Vaealiki & Mackey, 2008) there 
are some key pointers that early child-
hood communities can utilise when 
undertaking their essential journey 
towards sustainability.

	 34	 EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY
	 	 EXCHANGE     MARCH/APRIL 2010

essential, not optional:
education for sustainability in 
early childhood centres
by Sue Elliott

Sue Elliott (Dip KTC, B Sc Hons, M Sc) 
Sue has worked in a range of early 
childhood settings and lectures in early 
childhood education at the tertiary 
level in Australia. She has a strong 

commitment to education for sustainability. She is 
co-author of several books including Early Childhood 
Environmental Education: Making It Mainstream and 
editor of The Outdoor Playspace: Naturally. Currently, 
she lectures at RMIT University, is completing doctoral 
studies at the University of New England, and is con-
venor of the Australian Association for Environmental 
Education Early Childhood Special Interest Group. 

Acknowledgement
The author acknowledges that the unpublished research is part of her doctoral studies at the 

University of New England, Armidale, New South Wales, Australia
supervised by Associate Professor Nadine McCrea and Dr. Helen Edwards.

Reprinted with permission from Exchange magazine.
Visit us at www.ChildCareExchange.com or call (800) 221-2864.
Multiple use copy agreement available for educators by request.



	 	 EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY	 35
	 	 MARCH/APRIL 2010     EXCHANGE

Pedagogical advantage

An outcome of the recasting of environ-
mental education as education for sus-
tainability has been a broader pedagogi-
cal interpretation beyond acquisition of 
environmental knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes. Two significant documents 
that contribute to this wider interpreta-
tion include the National Environmental 
Education Statement for Schools in 
Australia (Commonwealth of Australia 
Department of Environment and Heri-
tage, 2005) and the UNESCO Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development 
(2005). Both documents provide lists 
of teaching strategies and educational 
features that indicate a pedagogical 
advantage in early childhood education 
with respect to the implementation of 
education for sustainability:

n	The National Environmental Educa-
tion Statement for Schools in Aus-
tralia (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2005) suggests experiential learning, 
values clarification, creative think-
ing, problem solving, story telling, 
and inquiry learning to be important 
strategies.

n	The UNESCO Decade of Education 
for Sustainable Development (2005) 
cites the following key education fea-
tures: interdisciplinary and holistic, 
values driven, critical thinking and 
problem solving, multi method, par-
ticipatory decision-making, applica-
bility, and locally relevant. 

These lists are reassuring because so 
many of these pedagogical elements are 
fundamental to early childhood educa-
tion. In other words, early childhood 
education has a pedagogical advantage 
for education for sustainability. In re-
flecting about pedagogy and education 
for sustainability, it is not so much about 
changing what we do, but understand-
ing that there are additional reasons 
why it might be important. For example, 
problem solving is cited in the lists 
above and is a common skill promoted 

with young children; it is also an essen-
tial skill for living sustainably and work-
ing towards a sustainable future. Both 
Vaealiki and Mackey (2008) and Davis et 
al. (2005) provide illustrative examples of 
children’s eager and successful engage-
ment in problem solving around sustain-
ability issues. Early childhood practi-
tioners need to view pedagogy from a 
wider perspective and understand that 
how we choose to work with children 
is a key part of the process in nurturing 
sustainable living skills and embracing 
sustainability at a centre level. 

People not practices

In describing education for sustainability 
in early childhood centres, it is tempt-
ing to simply list practices that can be 
easily and effectively implemented such 
as composting, nature walks, growing 
vegetables, and using alternative clean-
ing products. Such practices are impor-
tant, but, as research (Davis et al., 2005; 
Elliott, unpublished; Vaealiki & Mackey, 
2008) indicates, it is the people — staff, 
children, and parents — who participate 
in early childhood communities and 
implement the practices, that are the 
key to broader and embedded cultural 
change. Change is more likely to be facili-
tated when:

n	strong advocates for sustainability 
act as mentors and role models and 
provide inspiration for others;

n	 individuals work in responsive and 
collaborative ways such that a collec-
tive responsibility is demonstrated;

n	action and leadership on sustainability 
issues is facilitated by any participant 
(child, staff, or parent) in the early 
childhood community;

n	participants have shared values, but 
also respect differences. 

In working together to implement sus-
tainable practices, sustainability becomes 
lived rather than learnt and a shared 
journey for all participants in an early 
childhood community.

Play materials and playspaces 

The implementation of sustainable prac-
tices by participants in early childhood 
centres can be reinforced by decisions 
made about play materials and types of 
playspaces. Essentially, play materials 
and playspaces are the ‘nuts and bolts’ 
of early childhood settings, and glossy 
catalogues of equipment or quick-fix 
solutions can lead practitioners toward 
unsustainable choices. For example, 
a dramatic play area could comprise 
specially purchased plastic pots/
utensils and synthetic pretend food or 
cooking equipment collected from a 
second-hand shop and natural materials 
such as leaves or seed pods for pretend 
food. Similarly, an outdoor playspace 
could comprise primary colours, fixed 
equipment, and synthetic sensory expe-
riences or be a natural space that offers 
diverse sensory experience and the 
potential to discover and explore nature. 

The latter alternatives in both examples 
provide many more opportunities for 
living sustainably and reflecting on 
the social, environmental, and eco-
nomic parameters of sustainability with 
children. A mind shift towards sustain-
ability requires a rethink of — perhaps a 
return to — the ‘nuts and bolts’ of early 
childhood programs. Synergies emerge 
between the pedagogies that promote 
sustainability and the sustainably se-
lected play materials and playspaces of 
early childhood centres. One reinforces 
the other, such that a cultural change 
towards sustainability becomes both 
embedded and readily visible to the 
wider community.

Community engagement 

There is also potential for synergies to 
be created between early childhood 
centres and the wider local community. 
Shifting towards a centre culture of 
sustainability can be supported through 
connections with places such as local 
community gardens, wildlife shelters, 
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were at, and this is so embarrassing. 
I think I sort of knew a little bit, but 
50% of the staff here wouldn’t know 
what [sustainability] really means 
and then, I thought ‘How is that 
reflecting in our teaching and what 
we are doing?’ It’s a bit of a learning 
curve for me!”

The rewards of a shared transforma-
tive journey are multiple: providing 
a sense of empowerment, tangible 
achievements, and contributions 
towards sustainability. Davis (2005) 
also notes that each journey is 
“unique, belongs to the participants, 
and they are responsible both indi-
vidually and collectively for what 
happens” (p. 53). No two transfor-
mative journeys will be the same, as 
each early childhood community is 
different, but the key message here is 
that the journey must begin without 
delay. 

Conclusion

Early childhood educators have 
a professional responsibility to 
ensure that young children are ac-
tive participants in a centre culture 
of sustainability, and that through 
their participation, they are able to 
construct a ‘sustainability frame of 
mind.’ The current international lead-
ership demonstrated by UNESCO 
(2008b) in the area of early childhood 
education for sustainability is to be 
applauded. However, all early child-
hood communities around the world 
must respond positively to this call 
for leadership and action. Embracing 
education for sustainability is essen-
tial not optional. 
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