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Abstract (Arial, 11, Bold) 

This article is based on the report to the OMEP Congress in Gothenburg, 2010, and on an article 
published in International Journal of Early Childhood, 2011. It presents a large project on Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD). The project was organised by OMEP, the World Organisation for Early 
Childhood Education, where the authors were the appointed project coordinators. The purpose of ESD is 
to reorient education towards sustainability. The aims of the project were to gather knowledge about 
children’s thoughts, comments and understanding of a picture showing the globe and some children, and 
to enhance the awareness of ESD among early childhood educators.  

In 2010, OMEP members in 28 countries interviewed 9 142 children aged two to eight years. In some 
countries, like China and USA, teacher students have been studying ESD and then performed the child 
interviews, thus involving colleges and universities in an ESD reorienting process. 

The result shows that children like to tell about their experience, thoughts and opinions. Informal child 
interviews seem to be a good way to introduce new topics for children and teachers. The children 
interpret the drawing of the Globe in many different ways. Most common is the answer that the children 
are cleaning the globe because it’s dirty. But many children also thought that the children on the picture 
were painting the globe. The motivations given why the children are cleaning or painting were categorised 
as aesthetical, to take care of an environmental problem, and promoting health. 

Most country reports highlight the fact that the children do not recognise the concept Sustainable 
Development. In some countries it doesn’t exist as a word and there is no translation into their mother 
tongue. However, many interviewers were amazed by all the knowledge the children showed them. The 
children had thoughts and ideas to bring up about the state of the earth in relation to sustainability. The 
result shows that young children have knowledge about the environment, thoughts about environmental 
issues, the responsibility people carry and ideas about what to do. 
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Introduction  

Children of today face a rapidly changing society with new challenges and possibilities. For four decades 
environmental issues have been on the educational agenda, initially named environmental education 
(Davis, 2010). Sustainable Development (SD) is widely understood as a form of development which 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs (WCED, 1987). Therefore, SD can be considered to represent an attempt to provide equity with, to 
and for, future generations.  

The United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) states that children have the right 
to be involved and to be heard in matters that are affecting them. UNESCO has declared a UN Decade of 
Education for Sustainable Development 2005-2014 (UNESCO, 2007). The goal is to strengthen formal, 
informal and non-formal education and learning processes for sustainability. The purpose of ESD is to 
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reorient education in order to contribute to a sustainable future for the common good of present and 
future generations.  

Participation and involvement are basic components of ESD, with an emphasis on empowerment and 
agency for active citizenship, human rights and societal change. This calls for a re-orientation at all levels 
and in all phases of education. As ESD also encompasses community learning, ESD is challenging the 
form and purpose of education itself (The Gothenburg Recommendations, 2008). 

Children of today are increasingly recognised as citizens – competent, active agents in their own lives 
with rights of their own (UN, 1989). They are affected by and capable of engaging with complex 
environmental and social issues far from romanticised notions of childhood as an arena for innocent play 
that positions children as leading exclusively sheltered lives untouched by events around them. As 
values, attitudes, behaviours and skills are acquired already during early childhood, this is where 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) has to start (Pramling-Samuelsson & Kaga, 2008). 
Preschool children as learners have the right to be involved in issues that concerns life here, now and in 
the future.  

The overall aim of the project was to enhance ESD among young children and their teachers as a 
conscious contribution to the ongoing UNESCO decade on ESD. More specifically the project aims at 
gathering knowledge about children’s thoughts, comments and understanding of a picture showing the 
globe and some children (the OMEP World Congress logo 2010), implementing education for sustainable 
development in practice, and enhancing the awareness of ESD among early childhood educators, 
parents and other professionals.  

 

Literature Review  

Modern educational systems are closely integrated with the global economy (EPSD, 2010) and the 
economy directs education towards needs that are themselves the product of systems nourished by neo-
liberal market ideologies (Bunar, 2010). The promotion of educational programmes based on practices 
developed in the European – American societies to serve as models for other countries, with different 
socio-cultural values has been heavily criticised (Pearson & Degotardi, 2009; Penn, 2009). The 
dominance from the Minority world, which is also referred to as the North, and includes the industrialised 
countries or the American-European societies, has even been interpreted as cultural imperialism towards 
the Majority world, also called the South, non-industrialised or previously developing countries (Siraj-
Blatchford, 2009).  

There are reasons to re-define this one-directed model and to perform broader international studies. 
Theoretical and empirical research point at the strong impact contextual and situational dimensions have 
on all kinds of learning (Hägglund & Pramling-Samuelsson, 2009; Penn, 2009).  

ESD is grounded in the belief that formal education has a significant role to play in establishing beliefs 
and practices that will promote more sustainable approaches (EPSD, 2010). Ideally, ESD should 
empower children and societies by equipping them with values and basic skills aligned with sustainability. 
However, the spread of dominant European-American notions about best practices and preferred 
outcomes in early childhood challenge traditions and values in the majority world, such as learning from 
the elders and connection with nature (Pearson & Degotardi, 2009). If ESD is to be meaningful and 
successful, it has to be rooted in the local concrete reality of young children. Change and sustainability 
may co-exist if they are accepted both in the local and in the global society. Innovations need to be 
meaningful to children, teachers and the extended families if they will promote a sense of agency and 
empowerment (EPSD, 2010).  

There is also a need for addressing ethics and moral issues when doing research with children and ESD. 
Recognising the child as a world citizen and, at the same time recognising the difference between being 
child or adult, there is a need for balancing values, e.g. solidarity versus individuality, and how children 
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think about taking care of themselves, of each other and the world. Both children and teachers need 
competencies such as courage, integrity, critical thinking and responsibility. Listening to and respecting 
children create real meetings, where relationships can be built and learning may take place (Johansson, 
2009). 

However, research shows that discipline and obedience are often a priority from the perspective of 
teachers. Do preschools really provide an environment for critical thinking? ESD in Early childhood 
education (ECE) should be recognised as dynamic rather than static, as a means rather than an end, and 
as a challenge for continuous cultural and social change rather than a once and for all measurable 
outcome (Hägglund & Pramling-Samuelsson, 2009). A way to integrate sustainable development into the 
agenda for pedagogical activities is to handle it as a vision or a perspective rather than a specific content.  

In spite of the growing interest at international, national and local levels about sustainability, international 
and national research on ESD is still very limited (Davis, 2010). A relatively well-developed field is the 
child's thoughts on various phenomena in the surrounding environment and nature. A longitudinal study 
from the UK showed that children already at the age of four have knowledge of their environment and 
showed simple but accurate understandings of the effects of environmental change and its impact on 
different habitats and individuals (Palmer & Suggate, 2004). There is a huge gap to be filled and an 
entirely new field of research focusing on learning for sustainability in preschool has to be built (Davis, 
2010).  

 

Methodology  

This project is leaning on the voluntary participation of children, teachers and parents who in some way 
are related to OMEP. The initial invitation to sign up for the projects reached out to 63 countries in all 
regions of the world. 

Such an approach is both thrilling and demanding. The project coordinators made the decision to be as 
strict and clear as possible in the written communication. In order to be able to compare the answers from 
children all around the world, the instructions indicated exactly how the interviews were to be carried out 
and transcribed. Detailed instructions for the national project leaders’ analysis of the interviews carried 
out in her/his country together with a set time-table were also sent out. 

The method chosen was informal interviews with children made with a child oriented approach. Research 
shows that if children are met with a genuine interest, they are willing to share their thoughts and ideas 
(Farrell, 2005). However, some points linked to research ethics and methods are very important when 
interviewing young children.  

One important decision was to try to get the interviews in the different preschools and schools all over the 
world as similar as possible. The coordinators of the project produced an Interview guide, where the aims 
of the project were presented followed by a step-by-step manual for the interviews. Thus the Interview 
Guide included text about 1) research ethics; the importance of getting consent from parents and children 
and a guarantee for anonymity, 2) a listening approach, as opposed to interrogation, 3) the importance of 
necessary preparations concerning access to the picture, choice of method for documenting the 
children’s answers and a careful choice of time and place,4) instructions on how to introduce the 
interview, 5) specific questions and 6) instructions for how to transcribe the interviews. 

The project coordinators also developed a Guide for Analysis to the national project leaders. This guide 
was made to facilitate a step-by-step analysis where the same steps were taken in all participating 
countries. The project leaders were asked to organise the children’s answers at first by following the 
questions put to the children. 

A. What is going on?  
B. Why are they doing this? 
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C. Anything more? 
D. Anything else? 
E. What do the children say ‘Sustainable Development’ means? 

Then they were asked to look for similarities and differences and try to come up with categories of typical 
answers. Some typical or special answers, photos or drawings considered to be of special interest were 
to be included in their report.  A concluding discussion about the answers and an evaluation of the whole 
process were to sum up the national reports.  

As this was an international project, where comparisons between the different countries were to be made, 
the national project leaders were asked to use the project guidelines in all steps in during the project. The 
interviewers were asked to transcribe the interviews in total and send them on to the national project 
leader together with some basic background data. 

28 national reports were delivered and have been analysed by the coordinators. Firstly, basic statistics on 
the project were organised. In the next step, qualitative and some quantitative content analysis were 
used. Categories were created based on the answers to each interview question. For each category, 
illustrating quotes from different parts of the world were chosen, with the country of origin noted. Finally, a 
first comparison between the reports was made.  

An international project of this size that leans on voluntary contributions faces many issues. There can be 
nuances lost based on the translations back and forth of languages. The young children of course spoke 
in their mother tongue, and their answers were translated by the interviewers or the national project 
leaders into English, French and Spanish. For this paper the answers reported in French and Spanish 
have been translated by the coordinators to English. 

But still, the result consist of a broad collection of original sayings from children that together give a 
valuable picture on small children’s views and thoughts emanating from the picture. There are also to 
some extent descriptions of the young children’s understanding of sustainable development. 

 

Results  

The project has been a major concern for many OMEP national committees. The exact numbers of 
participants were 9 142 children, aged of two to eight years, 641 interviewers (mainly females), in 385 
preschools, schools and other settings for small children, in 241 cities and regions around the world. Our 
summary of results is based on the 28 national reports delivered from Africa ( Benin, Cameroon, 
DRCongo, Ivory Coast, Nigeria), Asia Pacific (Australia, China, Japan, Korea, New Zealand-Aotearoa, 
Singapur), Latin America (Brazil, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama , Uruguay), North America (Canada, USA), 
and Europe (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Ireland, Norway, Poland, Slovakia, Sweden, 
Turkey) during the spring of 2010.  

Part one - Responses about the picture  

The children’s answers show that the majority of the children have a well grounded basic knowledge 
about the planet Earth and how people might live their lives in relation to nature. Overall, the children 
confidently offer their thoughts, comments and questions showing that they live in a real world about 
which they know something worthwhile. Some of the children do respond to the project questions with ‘I 
don’t know’, 

The answers show that children interpret the drawing of the Globe in many different ways. Most common 
is the answer that the children are cleaning the globe because it’s dirty. But many children also thought 
that the children on the picture were painting the globe. The motivations given why the children are 
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cleaning or painting were categorised as aesthetical, to take care of an environmental problem, and 
promoting health. 

The children had thoughts and ideas to bring up about the state of the earth in relation to sustainability. 
The result shows that young children have knowledge about the environment, thoughts about 
environmental issues, the responsibility people carry and ideas about what to do. 

The analysis of the children’s answers resulted in six categories, each showing a competence in relation 
to ESD; (1) ability of children to register their environment by commenting on objectives, people and 
actions, (2) ability to see causes and consequences of bad environment, (3) ability to name actions for 
protecting the environment, (4) ability to recognize caring of the Earth as our common task to share, (5) 
ability to demonstrate an aesthetic sense and human values in relation to the Earth, and finally (6) ability 
to recognise the complexity in sustainable development.  

The following presentation is structured in a way to give priority to what the children have actually said, 
presented as quotes. Following the aim of the project, which was to listen to the voices of young children, 
the result chapter follows this aim by representing the children’s answers with quotes, followed by the 
country of origin. In some cases the answers were given in almost all countries, which cases are marked 
(many countries). Please note, that some of the quotes are translations from the children’s mother 
tongues, made by the interviewers or the national project leaders. The result section strives to value the 
children’s voices.  

 1. Ability of children to register their environment by commenting on objectives, people and actions 

Children are able to comment on objects, people and actions in multiple ways. All children were able to 
give detailed comments on what they saw in the pictures. In some reports, there is a difference reported 
linked to age, where younger children name objects and not always recognise the ‘ball’ or ‘stone’ to 
represent the Earth. This was also reported from child interviews in rural areas in some countries. 
Children register a lot in their environment, which was demonstrated in their answers. While looking at the 
logo, children tell about the associations they make to earlier experience and things in their environment. 
They mention things like rubbish, contamination, pollution, but also protection. Here are some illustrative 
quotes: 

I see children. They are washing. They are washing the Earth. I see a bucket. There are 
boys and girls. They are playing. They are brushing the earth’s teeth. The children are 
painting a stone. A cloth and brushes. A boy with a watering can. The children have made 
a large ball from a large paper. (many countries) 

I can see some countries. The children have built a planet. They are defending the Earth. 
They are protecting the earth. They are surrounding the world, watering and cleaning it. 
Helping the earth get healthy. (many countries) 

The children are from Sweden, Denmark, Thailand, Japan and Bergen. (Norway) 
We can see that they are from several countries because they have different hair, shoes, 
hands and look different. (France) 

2. Ability to see causes and consequences of bad environment 

Taking the picture as a starting point, children volunteered information and suggestions about the state of 
the Earth, which indicates that they are able to see causes and consequences of bad environment. They 
naturally see it in connection to their own experience from different parts of the world. 

If you put rubbish in the sea you will kill the seals. Plastic bags kill the fish. 
Sharks eat fish – if the water is dirty then the fish die then the sharks don’t have any fish 
and then they all die. (Australia) 
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Because they hope the weather to be better, and less stormy. When water is dirty the fish 
will die. The children want health and happiness for everybody. (China) 

We use the earth very badly; there is pollution. We cannot breathe if the earth is not clean. 
(France) 

To make the earth last longer; if the sun becomes too strong then it will be too warm for the 
people on earth. (Sweden) 

I know why they are cleaning the world, because they are trying to show you to stop 
littering, because if you litter you’re destroying your country. (Ireland) 

If plants would fade and trees did not grow anymore animals would starve to death when 
there would not be lawns for horses nor food. And giraffes would not get food anymore. 
Some animals should die out when their mouth could not eat. Even lions wouldn’t play 
when their prey animals had died already. And then lions would disappear one day 
because of lack of food since their food is running out. (Finland) 

People cannot live without the earth. (Panama) 

3. Ability to name actions for protecting the environment 

Inspired by the picture the children named different things that can be done for a more sustainable world. 
Their suggestions are again well connected with their concrete everyday experience and what they have 
learned from different sources at home, in the preschool or from media. 

You need to not throw the rubbish down and stop, everyone else should stop too. We 
could have food that is not (in) plastic bags. (Australia) 

Things that you don’t want to use, you can give them away to others. (USA) 

We should clean the earth, because on the earth live the animals, there are the plants and 
we live there. I know why they are cleaning the world, because they are trying to show you 
to stop littering, because if you litter you’re destroying your country. (Uruguay) 

They want to protect it. Do not throw trash .We should not waste the paper. When we draw 
a picture, use both sides. (China)  

So we have a clean Earth, would not throw rubbish out of the window, so we separate 
rubbish. People have no manners and children have to clean rubbish after them. (Slovakia) 

Nowadays, many people smoke, so that the amount of garbage has increased. The 
children clean up the earth. You know, my home has changed to all electricity system. 
(Japan) 

4. Ability to recognize caring of the Earth as our common task to share 

Children express in various ways an ability to recognise the interdependence between all people and 
between human and nature. The answers indicate that some children seem to understand that our well 
being is interconnected with good condition of the Earth and therefore protection of it is our task to share. 

All the children are cleaning our planet here. They all live here and they feel bad because 
everywhere is dirty. The children love our planet and they care about the world. (Poland) 
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To make it a better place to live in. (Nigeria) 

So we can live well here on this earth of ours. If Earth will not be clean we will be sick. 
(Slovakia) 

All children are helping to clean up the planet because they all live here. (Panama) 

The adults are busy and can’t do the cleaning. (Sweden) 

The world is dying and they are saving it from dying. (Ireland) 

5. Ability to demonstrate an aesthetic sense and human values in relation to the Earth 

Children of all ages expressed opinions and concerns reaching beyond the immediate picture. They 
demonstrated an aesthetic sense and also human values in relation to the Earth as shown in the following 
quotes: 

They clean because the Globe shall be beautiful. (Bulgaria) 

To make the Earth beautiful and shining. (Canada) 

To make it beautiful and clean. (Singapore) 

To make the earth colourful so someone will say it is a beautiful one. (Turkey) 

The children are happy and like to work together. I can see they are helping each other, it 
means they are being friendly to one another. Being nice, the world is like a family. 
(Ireland) 

If the earth feels clean, I’ll feel happy. The Earth’s friend will like it. The Earth’s friends? 
The sun and the moon. (Korea) 

They are doing it as a group activity since it would be more fun rather than playing alone. 
(Japan) 

6. Ability to recognise the complexity in sustainable development 

Some children are aware of many things related to sustainable development even though they did not 
know of or use the concept SD. Some answers show awareness of the state of the earth and also 
thoughts around our common future. Some children seem to understand that problems are complex and 
interconnected. 

Because the global warming is a very serious problem and it would lead to the last day of 
the earth. (Japan) 

We should have a second chance to become conscious about the evil we have done to our 
home land. (Mexico) 

We must have more food so that less girls and boys famish on Earth. (Panama) 

If everybody cleans it will be cleanly and colourful. The children want everybody to be 
healthy and everybody has happy life. We have to protect environment against death. 
Without plants we will also be ill. Without the trees oxygen will disappear. (Poland) 
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Our planet used to have firm cover around it self and now it has holes because exhaust 
gasses from cars damaged it, smoke from chimneys, fridges, sprays and now when the 
cover is damaged the sun shines strongly and damages everything. (Slovakia) 

This is the planet, and the children went to school and learned that to take care of the 
planet is more important than anything else. (Uruguay) 

Concluding summary  

The children have been asked to talk freely about what they see in the picture. The children's 
interpretation of the image is rich and varied. The words and concepts children use provide a good basis 
for approaching the children's experience. The multiple quotes illustrate an overall result: children 
volunteer their thoughts and ideas when asked in a child oriented way. This perspective of how children 
reason can give cues about how sustainable development as a perspective and as a content could be 
handled in the preschool. 

 

Part two - Responses about the concept sustainable development  

Most of the children did not recognise the concept SD. Partly this is due to the fact that there is not a 
corresponding term in all the languages that were spoken in the 28 participating countries. Although few 
children mentioned ‘sustainable development’ or ‘environment’, many answers show knowledge of 
environmental issues and the interrelatedness between humans and the earth.  

The project leader from Mexico wrote that when asked about sustainable development, all children said 
they did not know. But yet when asked if they knew anything about environmental education, they 
responded quickly and told about trees, flowers and butterflies, and that we all need to respect and care 
for them.  

The above taken into consideration, there were still some children who came up with very interesting 
definitions on sustainable development. 

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

When you cut down a tree it breaks it. (Australia) 

Action, love and care for nature. (Brazil) 

So we can live well here on this Earth of ours. (Slovakia) 

So we will always have stuff, the water and food to eat. We have to take care of the earth 
and don’t use too much … Only use what we need. (USA) 

Sustainable development – it means to take care of the Earth. (Japan) 

To let our country be more developed. Moving forward, develop better. (China) 

It means to test things to work, that development lasts, or to make an invention and it will 
be historic. (Finland) 

I think it might mean, like, to save the world for later. (Ireland) 
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So that the earth is not to die and humans would need to live on another planet. (Turkey) 

Concluding summary 

As we can see some children have clear ideas on the concept of sustainable development although most 
of them are only able to comment on specific parts within the concept. Such result can easily be 
understood as the reports also showed that adults also have problems when asked to give a definition of 
sustainable development. The directness in the above citet quotes are challenging and can be seen as 
illustrations of the competence of some young children.  

Part three - Comments and approaches from the adult s 

This section is based on the analysis of comments and reactions from the adults about the interviews and 
also their involvement in the project. In general, there were no problems getting consent from parents for 
their children to participate in the project. In some cases, however, parents were somewhat reluctant and 
showed a tendency to underestimate the children and their knowledge and opinions. A very illustrative 
example of this was reported from Australia: 

One parent made the comment “But why are they asking the kids?” and one of the children 
said “Why not? We know stuff too”. 

Also some teachers showed doubts about the task to interview children about the picture. Here is one 
example of such doubts as reported from the Czech Republic and Finland: 

Until the implementation of this global project on the given subject I felt that pre-school 
children are not very aware of environmental protection, ecology and other sub-themes 
linked to ESD (Education for Sustainable Development). However, following the actual 
interviews with children and reading through the individual responses, I realised that the 
opposite is true. Children perceive information they hear, without it being the adults’ 
intention, and the moment they receive a particular impulse they are able to use it. 

Sometimes it took some minutes before we understood how logical a child is thinking 
…We have learned quite a lot … 

Some of the teachers expressed astonishment when they realised how much the children actually know 
about sustainability issues. The Mexican project leader wrote:  

It is really amazing what young children do learn when they are motivated and are shown 
the importance of our actions for what is good for our world. They quickly brought up all 
their previous knowledge about environmental issues and connected to recycling and the 
sorting of waste.  

But there were also teachers with a lot of understanding for the importance of ESD. They were concerned 
with the lack of issues related to ESD in their preschools and to the attitude towards young children’s 
involvement in ESD issues. A Swedish teacher who was interviewing children commented on the lack of 
ESD in her everyday practice. She said: “We need to talk more about these issues with the children”. One 
teacher from Brazil pointed out that: “It is essential to change the social attitude against their (children) 
ability to participate effectively”.  

 

Discussion 
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The overall aim of the project was to enhance ESD among young children and their teachers as a 
conscious contribution to the ongoing UNESCO decade on ESD. The findings really indicate that young 
children under eight years of age are capable of joining in a discussion on environmental issues that 
nurtures hopefulness and is future directed. The result shows that many children have a rich knowledge 
of the earth and environment issues. They linked the image of the earth to maps, countries, the moon, the 
sun, satellites, earthquake, volcano, desert, mines and so on. They used the key words relating to 
environmental issues, such as clean, save, protection, waste, dirty, weather, storm. They knew that this 
picture had links to plants, grass, trash, plastic bags, papers, water, fish, animals and more. 

The idea behind the project was to introduce child interviews as a method for inviting children and 
professionals to discuss Education for Sustainable Development. By using the large OMEP organisation 
the project has had a worldwide coverage. The chosen method – to initiate talks with children around a 
picture of the Earth – has turned out well. Children and teachers liked this project which brought inspiring 
content into their activities in the preschool. The children noticed that the children in the picture were 
different from themselves; they knew there were many countries and many different kinds of people. They 
also saw and explained the picture from their own life experience, and were able to link the picture to their 
own perspective of the world. 

The result from this study indicates that children are involved in creating meaning about the relationship 
between human behaviour and the environment and begin to think about the impact of human behaviour 
on the environment. For example, they said: People cannot live without the earth and We should protect 
the earth and grass, and water the plants or the earth would be black. 

This project opens up for more action, and for implementing some of the ideas that the children brought 
forward.  In preschool, the daily activities can be discussed together with the children taking into account 
the children’s ideas. Teachers play a decisive role for children’s learning about sustainable development 
and to help them find the most appropriate solutions. But the children represent the future and it is our 
obligation to empower them for the challenged future of the Earth. As this study has shown, the children 
are already involved. 
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