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Abstract

This paper presents findings from a case study intended to develop understanding of the practices
within education for sustainable development at a preschool in Sweden and highlights its work
with two themes: The Health of People and the Planet and Human and Animal Societies. This case
study was part of a large school development project conducted by a university in collaboration
with a municipality between 2017 and 2019. The preschool had two units with a total of 36
children aged 1–6 years, and 8 preschool teachers. Empirical materials were collected from
observations of educational activities at two events, as well as group discussions with teachers
and the preschool head teacher. Findings show that the interconnectedness of, and interdepen-
dencies between, the environmental, social, and, to some extent, economic aspects of sustainable
development were present in educational practices of the preschool. They also indicate that young
children, with support and encouragement from their teachers, can take responsibility for
activities that are meaningful to them. In this preschool, children’s opinions were respected,
and they were given the opportunity to participate in decision-making activities of relevance to
their lives.
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Introduction

Although the United Nations (UN, 2015, p. 17) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
emphasizes the importance of quality education and lifelong learning for all children,
knowledge and understanding as to how to ensure quality in early childhood education
for sustainable development (ESD) remain limited. For young children to become active
global citizens, ESD has been identified as a significant tool in the achievement of
sustainable development goals (SDGs; UN, 2015). A main ESD starting point in early
childhood education is both to view children as active agents and stakeholders for the
future and to ensure their involvement (Barratt Hacking, Barratt, & Scott, 2007; Davis,
2008, 2015; Pramling Samuelsson, 2011). With regard to integrating sustainable
development into early childhood education, the new Swedish preschool curriculum
Lpfö18 explicitly states that “Education should give children the opportunity to acquire an
ecological and caring approach to their surrounding environment and to nature and
society” (Skolverket, 2018a, p. 10).

The new curriculum supports a holistic approach that addresses the environmental,
social, and economic dimensions of sustainability (Borg & Pramling Samuelsson, 2019).
The environmental dimension focuses on issues related to climate change, disaster
prevention, and natural resources; the social dimension emphasizes human rights, gender
equity, health, and cultural diversity; and the economic dimension addresses poverty
reduction, consumption, market economy, corporate responsibility, and and accountabil-
ity (UNESCO, 2005). According to the curriculum, it is the task of preschool to lay the
foundation for lifelong learning for all children. In cooperation with the child’s home, the
preschool should help children to become active and responsible members of society
(Skolverket, 2018a).

The European Union (EU) recommends that educational institutions at all levels should
strive to be sustainable organizations by integrating the principles of sustainable
development into policy and practice (EU, 2010). In a school context, the EU (2010,
p. 5) proposes “the active participation of all stakeholders: school leaders, teachers, pupils,
the school board, administrative and supportive staff, parents, NGOs, the local community
and business.” ESD has become increasingly significant for educators throughout the
world, particularly since the adoption of the 17 SDGs (UN, 2015), in which quality
education was identified as being significant for the achievement of other SDGs.

Although Sweden is considered to be a leading country when it comes to integrating ESD
into policy documents and implementing policy, there is a lack of research in the field of
early childhood ESD (Breiting & Wickenberg, 2010; Persson, 2008). With its purpose to
advance this field, this paper presents findings from a case study intended to develop
understanding about the educational practices of ESD at a preschool in Sweden.
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This paper highlights the preschool’s work with two themes: The Health of People and the
Planet and Human and Animal Societies. The following research questions were explored:

– Does the preschool integrate environmental, social and economic dimensions of
sustainable development into its educational practices? If so, how?

– How do preschool teachers ensure the active participation of all stakeholders: for
example, children, parents, and local communities?

In this article, teacher refers to both certified teachers and childminders. Furthermore, the
terms sustainable development and sustainability are used synonymously throughout.

At a glance: Eco-certified preschool

In Sweden, preschool refers to a public or private educational institution for children who
have not yet started their formal schooling. Regardless of family income or background, all
children can attend preschool from the age of 1 year; from the fall of the year, they
turn 3, they are entitled to 3 hr of free preschool education a day (Skolverket, 2018b).
These children are usually between 1 and 5 years old. According to Statistics Sweden
(Statistiska centralbyrån), in 2018, approximately 518,000 children were enrolled in
9,800 preschools, 72% of which were run by the municipality (Skolverket, 2018b).
However, there are also preschools that are run by companies, parent cooperatives, and
non-profit organizations. Regardless of owner, the education services are made available
by the municipalities, which allocate funding to all preschools within their local commu-
nity (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Engdahl, 2015). From the age of 6 years, all children must attend
compulsory preschool class. A preschool class is a separate type of school that is free of
charge. The intention with the preschool class is that it serves as a transition between
preschool and primary school. All municipalities are responsible for providing 3 hr of
preschool education for children (Skolverket, 2019b).

The first national curriculum for preschool came into force in 1998, when preschool
became part of the Swedish education system under the Swedish National Agency for
Education. Environmental education, which includes gardening, outdoor play, going out in
the forest, etc., has always been an integral part of preschool education in Sweden
(Halldén, 2011). For the first time, the new preschool curriculum (Lpfö 18) explicitly
includes sustainable development in its text (Skolverket, 2018a). This means that pre-
schools are now required to integrate ESD into their educational practices.

Preschools in Sweden can be awarded two different types of eco-certification: one is
“Green Flag” by the Keep Sweden Tidy (Håll Sverige Rent, 2019a), that is a part of the
eco-preschool programs of the Foundation for Environmental Education; the other is
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“Preschool for Sustainable Development” certification (Skolverket, 2019a), which is
awarded by the Swedish National Agency for Education. Approximately, 1,500 preschools
in Sweden are “Green Flag”-certified (Håll Sverige Rent, 2019a), and 215 preschools have
a “Preschool for Sustainable Development” certificate (Skolverket, 2019a). The eco-
certified preschools’ activities are adapted to the Swedish school system, and their
educational programs are often based on a whole-school approach to ESD (Henderson
& Tilbury, 2004; Posch, 1999). A whole-school approach to ESD is when “an educational
institution includes sustainability principles in every aspect of school life. This includes
teaching content and methodology, school governance and cooperation with partners and
the broader communities as well as campus and facility management” (UNESCO, 2017,
p. 2). There is a great need for research on the implementation of ESD in preschools, which
is the focus of this paper.

Background of the Study

This case study was part of a preschool development project aimed at developing
preschool teachers’ professional competence in ESD. It also aimed to investigate the
impact of the project on teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and practices concerning ESD. The
project was developed in collaboration with a preschool head teacher, two preschool
teachers, and two leaders who work with education department in a municipality in
Sweden. In 2017, a baseline survey was conducted among preschool teachers in the
municipality to explore their needs and their expectations from the project. The findings
revealed that 66% of the preschool teachers did not have any education or training in ESD.
In 2017–2019, three professional development workshops on ESD were held by research-
ers as part of this project. About 150 teachers from 18 preschools took part in each
workshop. The workshops took up the following:

– Introduction to sustainable development and ESD.

– The holistic approach to ESD addressing the environmental, social, and economic
dimensions.

– The rationale for ESD in early childhood education.

– Introduction to the global goals and Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development
(UN, 2015).

– National policy documents with a focus on the new curriculum for preschool Lpfö
2018.

– The process of working with ESD with young children.
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An ESD network was established by preschool teachers in the municipality, where they
discuss teaching issues, and progress and challenges related to ESD, and where they
provide each other with practical tips. The researcher (author of this article) was present
at two ESD network meetings.

Conceptualization of ESD in Preschool Education

The global sustainable development agenda emphasizes the need for education that
incorporates new knowledge to deal with such complexities and uncertainties as poverty,
gender inequality, climate change, natural disaster, and inequalities within and between
individuals and countries (UN, 2015). Raising awareness about the critical condition of
the planet is not enough to change the behavior of the individual or his/her values; rather,
there is a need for alternative forms of education and learning that result in action
competent individuals (Mogensen & Schnack, 2010; Wals & Corcoran, 2012).
The suggestion is that ESD is an effective teaching approach that takes different
perspectives, views, and values into account (Öhman, 2008), since ESD supports trans-
formative learning that leads to changes in the surrounding world (Blake, Sterling, &
Goodson, 2013).

The findings from studies in whole-school approaches indicate positive outcomes in
relation to children’s learning for ESD and improved educational practices at preschools
(Chan, Choy, & Lee, 2009; Davis, 2005; Lewis, Mansfield, & Baudians, 2010; Mackey,
2012). A whole-school (institutional) approach to ESD deals with the integration of
sustainable development in daily educational practices throughout curriculum in a
holistic manner, which includes all levels and parts of school organization instead of
teaching sustainable development as an isolated topic (Hargreaves, 2008; Henderson &
Tilbury, 2004).

Studies have shown that teachers play significant roles in the development of young
children’s verbal and practical knowledge about sustainable development issues by
involving them in different activities, such as interactive plays, conversations, discussions,
and outdoor and indoor activities (Borg, 2017a; Davis, 2005; Lewis et al., 2010; Mackey,
2012). Yet, there is little ESD material and few inspiring examples of ESD in practice at the
preschool level in particular (Borg, Gericke, Höglund, & Bergman, 2012; Hedefalk,
Almqvist, & Östman, 2015).

According to Bruner (1960), the social environment and social interactions are important
when it comes to children’s learning. Bruner (1966) argues that the involvement of adults –
for example, teachers – and knowledgeable peers plays an important role in children’s
learning because they can make a great difference in the learning process by making the
information appropriate to each child’s current level of understanding. He further states
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that children are active participants in learning and that they are capable of learning many
complex issues, if the instructions are organized appropriately (Bruner, 1960). Since it is
preschool teachers who face the challenge of integrating all complex aspects of ESD into
daily educational activities, they need to understand what they are communicating, how to
go about it, and crucially why they are doing so in the first place (Vare & Scott, 2007).

In preschool education practices of ESD, “The Seven RE-Words” (the 7Rs) are used. The
7Rs framework was originally introduced by the Brundtland Commission in Our Common
Future (1987); it was then further developed by the World Organization for Early
Childhood Education World Assembly (OMEP; Engdahl & Rabušicová, 2011) with the
intention of supporting ESD practices at the preschool level (Table 1).

These 7Rs together represent three dimensions of sustainable: for example, Respect,
Reflect, and Rethink refer to the social dimension; Reuse and Reduce relate to the
environmental dimension; and Recycle and Redistribute highlight the economic dimension
(OMEP, 2011). They describe specific approaches that children can adopt in their local
environments and that tie closely with the global values of respect, equity, and diversity
(UNESCO, 2012).

A Case Study of a Green Flag Preschool

This case study was conducted between 2017 and 2019 at a preschool that was part of the
preschool development project described above (see section “Background of the Study”)
by a researcher (the author) at a university in Sweden. Since 2009, this particular
preschool has met the requirements for Green Flag certification. Its journey with ESD
began with a passionate and committed preschool teacher (Marit), who has always been

Table 1. The 7Rs are described in relation to concentric circles where society and the economy
are shown to be embedded in the wider environmental circle

Note. This model depicts the need for setting boundaries for a sustainable society and
economy within environmental limits (Elliott, 2013). Source of 7Rs: OMEP project about ESD.

Concentric circles of sustainable 
development 

The seven RE-Words 
(The 7Rs) Description of 7Rs 

 Reduce Doing more with less 
 

Reuse Making use of old thing 
 

Recycle Someone else can use it again 
 

Redistribute Using resources more equally 
 

Respect  Showing respect for the rights of 
children 

Rethink Valuing other things 
 

Reflect Mentioning cultural differences in the 
world 

  

  
 

Economic 

Environmental 

Social 
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interested in integrating sustainable development issues into daily preschool educational
activities. Her ESD work with young children inspired other colleagues and gradually they
themselves became active with ESD. At present, the entire preschool is actively engaged in
the Green Flag program, and the preschool has received several awards from its
municipality for the quality of its education activities.

A Green Flag-certified preschool usually works with different themes published on the
homepage of the Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation (https://www.hsr.se/exempelsamling/
sok-exempel-forskolan). Green Flag certification is a quality assurance of ESD work. The
criteria for certification are as follows: linking to the global SDGs, implementing different
educational methods, working in a democratic manner, ensuring the involvement of
children, and making the work visible outside the preschool (Håll Sverige Rent, 2019b).

In the beginning of the school development project, the preschool teachers attended
3 days of educational workshops to learn about sustainable development, ESD, Agenda
2030 for Sustainable Development, the 17 SDGs, and pertinent policy documents in
Sweden (including the new preschool curriculum). In addition to these workshops, two
group discussions about the holistic approach to ESD were held by the researcher at the
studied preschool. All teachers and the preschool head teacher attended both group
discussions.

Data collection and analysis

The preschool in this study had two units with a total of 36 children aged 1–6 years, and 8
preschool teachers, 2 of whom were childminders. One unit was for younger children
(n= 22) aged 1–3 years, and the other was for older children (n= 14) aged 4–6 years.

This case study was carried out “with” and “for” the teachers rather than being “about”
and “on” the teachers (Heron & Reason, 2001). The reason for this was to explore real
activities at the preschool (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). The researcher did not plan
or propose any activities; rather, she observed things as they happened and then had
informal conversations with the teachers, so as to understand their perspectives, views,
and justifications. The empirical material was generated through observations of teachers’
ESD work with children; group discussions with teachers, and the preschool head teacher;
two ESD network meetings with teachers (December 18, 2017 and October 15, 2018);
attendance at two events (Earth Hour on March 24, 2018 and a vernissage of children’s
work on May 22, 2019); reading the preschool’s Green Flag reports; and attendance at the
preschool’s planning meetings.

The researcher read the empirical materials, which included notes from observations of
preschool teachers’ ESD work, as well as notes from meetings and group discussions,
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more than once to ensure familiarization with the data. “The Seven RE-Words” (the 7Rs)
were used while coding and analyzing data. To understand ESD practices in this
preschool, we used relevant policy documents, findings from empirical studies, and the
7Rs to discuss the findings (see section “Conceptualization of ESD in Preschool
Education”).

Ethics

The preschool voluntarily consented to participate in this study when it agreed to be part
of the school development project. This study followed the codes and regulations of “Good
Research Practice” (Vetenskapsrådet, 2017) concerning the informed consent of parti-
cipants, confidentiality, and use of information for the study.

To inform the guardians of the children about the presence of a researcher in the
preschool, an information letter with a photo of the researcher was posted on the notice
board at the preschool. It was believed that in this way, the guardians would be aware of
the project and be able to identify the researcher when she was at the preschool.

The study procedures were carried out in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. Since
it is a school development and research project, all preschools and teachers consented their
participation in the study in the beginning of the project. The teachers were informed that
their participation in this case study was completely voluntary and that all research data
about them, the preschool, and the participating municipality would be handled confiden-
tially. They could discontinue or withdraw from the study at any time without providing a
reason. Moreover, they were informed that data collected for this study would be used only
for research purposes, conferences, teaching programs, and scientific publications. The
study did not include any sensitive information about the participants.

The study did not collect any sensitive information or personal details about the
participants. The study was registered under the General Data Protection Regulation at
the university where the author is employed. All names were removed from the list of
participants after data were analyzed and the final project report had been prepared.
Fictive names are used to anonymize the identity of all participants.

Findings of the Case Study

The preschool in this study works with different themes for a certain length of time: for
example, 6–12months. The teachers integrate ESD into their planning, in which they seem
to engage children and prioritize their choices.

In the following, the findings of this study are presented under two themes. The data for
Theme 1were collected from observations of the preschool’s educational activities and the
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event Earth Hour, informal discussions, and group discussions with preschool teachers;
the data for Theme 2 were collected from conversations with preschool teachers and
observation of the vernissage of children’s work. To anonymize the illustrations, the
names of children and places have been deleted.

Theme 1: The health of people and the planet

In 2017 and 2018, the preschool teachers focused on the theme “The Health of People and
the Planet” for which they combined three Green Flag themes: Lifestyle and Health, Litter
and Waste, and Climate and Energy instead of working with each theme separately. With
guidance and support from the teachers, the children actively participated in selecting
content and planning different activities. Although the issues related to environmental
and social dimensions of sustainability were obvious for all teachers in that preschool, the
economic dimensions were found challenging by the teachers.

The teachers were instrumental in encouraging children’s participation by facilitating
their involvement in activities using songs, stories, dramas, plays, films, illustrations,
drawings, and experiments. They also helped children to take part in informal talks in
groups. For example, one teacher (Anna, preschool teacher) read a book that was about
the importance of friendship. The story was used to initiate a conversation with the
children about how to be a good friend, about different animals and their lives, and about
how to take care of the environment. A brief description of the activities with some of the
children’s illustrations is presented below.

People’s health. The teachers initiated activities by asking the children, “What do our bodies
need to be healthy?” (Figure 1). The children answered, “Our bodies need food,” “We have to
play ice-hockey,” “We need clean air and oxygen,” “We should drink lemonade and water,”

Figure 1. What do our bodies need to be healthy?
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“We must play,” “People should spend time in nature,” and “Walking is good exercise.” Some
of the children responded that “We must run and jump.” Gradually, the conversation led to
a drawing activity. The children worked with their friends in small groups and drew
pictures of different activities and food items that they identified as being healthy.
According to some of the children, “We need to eat nutritious food, such as carrots,
cucumbers, tomatoes, salad, meat, bell peppers and apples. We have to drink a lot of water.
We need to play and be active.” The children also felt that having a house or a tent is
important for good health.

The health of planet Earth. The teachers showed an illustration of a group of children
beside a large globe (see Figures 1 and 2) and asked the preschool children what the
children in the illustration were doing and why. The preschool children responded that
the earth is dirty, so the children are cleaning it.

The teachers then connected the health of human beings with the health of the planet by
asking, “What does the earth need to be healthy? How can we help the earth?” The children
pondered this, and then drew their thoughts and ideas on paper. The teachers wrote down
the verbal responses of the children in their drawings (see examples in Figures 2 and 3).

According to the children, “We need trees to keep the earth healthy. We should take care of
trees because they clean the air. The earth wants clean air.” Other responses were: “The
earth wants to be clean. We can help the earth be clean by picking up litter,” “We can ride
cycle instead of taking cars to reduce pollution,” “We should not waste water. We must
turn off the tap and switch off lights when we go out to save energy.” Some children
wanted to help the earth by “buying food that is grown in Sweden and in local places”
(the name of the municipality is deleted in the illustration for the sake of anonymity)
and by “recycling.”

Figure 2. What does the earth need to be healthy?
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The children made toy cars out of empty milk packets, egg packets, plastic lids, and old
paper, and then colored their handmade toy cars with pens (see Figure 4). In most
cases, the children talked about what they could do to help the earth be healthy, and
they also wanted to take responsibility as a step toward making the earth a better place to
live.

Theme 2: Human and animal societies

In 2018–2019, teachers and those children in their final year at preschool decided to host
an evening vernissage of their work at the preschool. The theme of the vernissage was
Human and Animal Societies, which was inspired by the two Green Flag themes:

Figure 3. How can we help the earth?

Figure 4. Handmade toy cars
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“City/Town and Society” and “Animals and Nature.” Under this theme, the teachers
integrated the environmental, social, and economic dimensions in a clear and organized
way. Constantly, they connected the themes with relevant SDGs of the Agenda 2030 for
Sustainable Development: for example, Good Health and Well-Being (goal 3), Sustainable
Cities and Communities (goal 11), and Climate Action (goal 13) (UN, 2015).

The children’s parents, the preschool head teacher, local politicians, friends, and others
were invited to attend the vernissage of the children’s work. The past-year preschool
children hosted the vernissage themselves, and the teachers supported them in the
background. One teacher (Anna) explained that “We have worked many hours together
with the children on this vernissage. The children are so excited.”

The guests were welcomed by the children, who took turns showing the guests the town
they had constructed, their handmade toys, paper dolls, and illustrations. They gave
explanations and answered guests’ questions.

One preschool teacher (Marit) explained how the work began with some questions: for
example, “Where do I live? What does our town or village have? What do I have in my
community?” She described how the children drew the communities where they and their
families lived. They were very happy and proud of their families, homes, friends, and town
or village (see Figure 5). Marit continued:

The children were aware of the facilities they have in their community – for instance,
the supermarket where they buy food, healthcare centres, hospitals, fire brigade, police
station, bus stop, train station, preschool, school, etc. They worked individually as well
as in groups. (Marit, preschool teacher)

Figure 5. What does our town have?
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One preschool teacher (Ulla) explained the importance of democracy in any society,
stating how at the preschool they work a lot with democracy, as well as norms and values
(see Figure 6), which have always been an integral part of the Swedish preschool
curriculum. The preschool teacher (Ulla) continued to say that not only they worked
with democracy with the children, but that they also made sure that children’s voices
were heard and their opinions respected.

One preschool teacher (Anna) described how “We connected human society with the
society of animals.” The children stuck pictures of different wild animals onto a piece of
paper (see Figure 7). They watched short films of animals – their lives and their societies.
They learned the names of different animals, and they learned about their lifestyles and

Figure 6. Norms and values in humans’ society

Figure 7. Animal society
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food chains. The importance of forests and of taking care of the environment were also
included in the work.

The teachers explained how they included the economic dimension of sustainable
development by incorporating issues related to the consumption of resources, such as
water, electricity, and fuel. Together with the children, the teachers reflected on how
people can reduce their consumption of energy and resources by switching off the lights
when they go out, using less water while showering, and reusing and recycling goods. To
reduce consumption and to learn to reuse materials, the children constructed their town
and communities using old milk cartons, plastic lids, egg boxes, shoe boxes, paper, thread,
and pieces of wood that they had found in the forest. They also used such material to make
innovative toys, which they found fun to play with. One teacher explained that:

We play with the different toys that the children made themselves, for examples, cars,
buses, trains, bicycles. They (the children) come to us to show us the toys they have
made. We talk about the environmental impact of using different types of transport.
(Anna, preschool teacher)

In a group discussion, the teachers explained that at this particular preschool, teachers
always ask children what they would like to do. The children decide something that they
like and then the teachers plan the activities together. They explained that “We respect
children’s opinions and listen to their ideas.” The teachers watch YouTube films, read
books, go out into nature, and do experimental work. One teacher (Marit) stated that “We
have a Green Flag Advisory Board that is led by children. It helps children to be responsible
and to build self-esteem.”

Discussion

In this paper, we discuss the findings of this case study in relation to the 7Rs framework,
holistic approaches to ESD, as well as related literature, while addressing the extent to
which the preschool teachers adapted their teaching practices to accommodate these
aspects.

Implementation of ESD: The interconnectedness of humans and nature

The findings indicate that, to a great extent, the teachers connected the environmental,
social, and economic dimensions of sustainability in their work using the themes “The
Health of People and the Planet” and “Human and animal societies” to show the inter-
connected systems of humans and nature. As with previous studies (Ärlemalm-Hagsér,
2013; Davis, 2008), this case study demonstrates that the economic dimension was
difficult for teachers to implement in their teaching. In this study, teachers related the
economic aspects to reduce (mainly in terms of reducing water and electricity
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consumption), and to recycle and reuse (mainly in terms of recycling and reusing plastic,
paper, and natural resources).

The Swedish curriculum for preschool emphasizes that “Children should also be given the
opportunity to develop knowledge about how the different choices that people make can
contribute to sustainable development – not only economic, but also social and environ-
mental” (Skolverket, 2018a, p. 10). As children are the bearers of norms and values that
shape future societies (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010), it is
important that they are aware of their surrounding society.

Studies on young children’s understanding of economy and society have shown that by
the age of 6 years, they have started to develop an awareness about social and economic
issues (Barrett & Short, 1992; Borg, 2017b). Therefore, preschool can be an important
place to begin addressing simple economic issues that children deal with in their daily
lives (Borg, 2017b, 2017c).

Implementation of ESD: Content and methods

With support from teachers, the children were actively involved in planning the content
(learning object) and the process of observing the Earth Hour and hosting the Vernissage.
Through their active participation, the children showed a sense of responsibility. This was
not completely unexpected, as it has been reported that:

When young children are involved in making decisions that affect their lives, including
those decisions regarding sustainability and the natural environment, they are capable
of contributing to the decision-making that leads them to purposeful action. (Mackey,
2012)

Similarly, Davis (2008, p. 7) argues that young children are able to critically respond to
sustainability issues and that they “can be proactive participants in educational and
environmental decision-making – as initiators, provocateurs, researchers and environmen-
tal activists.”

In this study, the preschool teachers used various teaching methods to teach sustainability
such as playful interactions, informal conversations between teacher and children,
drawing and painting, watching short YouTube films, reading children’s books, acting
out scenes, discussing in pairs and in groups, and having outdoor and indoor activities.
According to Pramling Samuelsson (2011), ESD can be both “content (the object of
learning) and a way of working with children (the act of learning) in the early years.”
By combining different themes with various teaching methods, the preschool teachers in
this study seemed to create lively and new dimensions in their work. This is consistent
with what Pramling Samuelsson and Johansson (2006, p. 63) argue for – that is to say, that
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teachers need to have respect for children’s world of play to make the preschool a place
for meaningful and joyful learning.

Implementation of ESD: Transformative learning

Researchers (Davis, 2008; Singer-Brodowski, Brock, Etzkorn, & Otte, 2019) have stated
that implementing ESD in preschool education is not easy because it requires a great level
of collaboration within the entire school if it as an organization is to have a culture of
sustainability. There is still a long way to go when it comes to the implementation of ESD
in preschool education; however, steps have been taken. Consistent with Jackson’s (2007)
and Davis’s (2008) findings, this study found that integrating sustainability within a
preschool can result from an individual teacher’s passion for sustainability. This was the
case with the preschool in this study, where over time other teachers became both
inspired and involved in ESD activities. The teachers mentioned that after they attended
the competence development training/workshops, they learned more about the three
dimensions of sustainable development and the global SDGs, which helped them to see
how their work relates to them.

There were many people involved in the vernissage: not only the children and the
teachers, but also parents, politicians, friends, and colleagues. This was to make visible the
preschool activities to outside society, which is a transformative approach. This type of
innovative event may be used as an example for other preschools.

The findings of this study also indicate that the environmental, social and, to some
extent, economic aspects of sustainable development were interconnected and interde-
pendent in educational activities of the preschool. Young children, with support and
encouragement from their teachers, can take responsibility for activities that are
meaningful to them. In this preschool, children’s opinions were respected, and they were
afforded the opportunity to participate in decision-making activities that related to their
lives.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank all participating preschool teachers, childminders, and
preschool head teachers who voluntarily contributed to this study. The author gratefully
acknowledges the use of the illustrations and paintings of the children that describe the
themes. She would also like acknowledge the valuable comments and suggestions
provided by Dr. Johan Borg, Dalarna University, which helped to improve the quality
of the text. Furthermore, the author is grateful to the editors and reviewers for
their constructive comments on this paper. The author gratefully acknowledges the
financial support provided by the School Development Fund of the Pedagogiskt

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

622

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC



Utvecklingscentrum Dalarna (PUD), Sweden (reference number: HDa 4.2-2017/658). The
author declares no conflict of interest.

About the Author

FB, PhD, is an Assistant Professor in Educational Work and is also the Head of Early
Childhood Education Collegium at Dalarna University in Sweden. At present, she is leading
a nationwide study project titled “Eco-certified Preschools and Children’s Learning for
Sustainability: Researching Holistic Outcomes of Preschool Education for Sustainability”
(HOPES; 2019–2022), funded by the Swedish Research Council. She has also been leading
a school development and research project (2017–2019) that focuses on improving
preschool teachers’ competence in ESD.

This is a single-authored paper written based on a case study conducted by the author
herself. All data were collected and analyzed by the author.

References

Ärlemalm-Hagsér, E. (2013). Minds on Earth Hour – A theme for sustainability in Swedish early
childhood education. Early Child Development & Care, 183(12), 1782–1795. doi:10.1080/03004430.
2012.746971

Ärlemalm-Hagsér, E., & Engdahl, I. (2015). Caring for oneself, others and the environment: Education for
sustainability in Swedish preschools. In J. M. Davis (Ed.), Young children and the environment, early
education for sustainability (2nd ed., pp. 251–262). Melbourne, Australia: Cambridge University
Press.

Barratt Hacking, E., Barratt, R., & Scott, W. (2007). Engaging children: Research issues around participation
and environmental learning. Environmental Education Research, 13(4), 529–544. doi:10.1080/13504
620701600271

Barrett, M., & Short, J. (1992). Images of European people in a group of 5–10‐year‐old English school-
children. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 10(4), 339–363. doi:10.1111/j.2044-
835X.1992.tb00582.x

Blake, J., Sterling, S., & Goodson, I. (2013). Transformative learning for a sustainable future: An exploration
of pedagogies for change at an alternative college. Sustainability, 5(12), 5347–5372. doi:10.3390/
su5125347

Borg, C., Gericke, N., Höglund, H.-O., & Bergman, E. (2012). The barriers encountered by teachers
implementing education for sustainable development: Discipline bound differences and teaching
traditions. Research in Science & Technological Education, 30(2), 185–207. doi:10.1080/
02635143.2012.699891

Borg, F. (2017a). Caring for people and the planet: Preschool children’s knowledge and practices of
sustainability (Doctoral thesis, comprehensive summary). Umeå University, Umeå. Retrieved from
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:du-25815 DiVA database.

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

623

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.746971
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.746971
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504620701600271
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504620701600271
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.1992.tb00582.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-835X.1992.tb00582.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su5125347
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/su5125347
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02635143.2012.699891
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02635143.2012.699891
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:du-25815 DiVA database


Borg, F. (2017b). Economic (in)equality and sustainability: Preschool children’s views of the economic
situation of other children in the world. Early Child Development and Care, 189(8), 1256–1270.
doi:10.1080/03004430.2017.1372758

Borg, F. (2017c). Kids, cash and sustainability: Economic knowledge and behaviors among preschool
children. Cogent Education, 4(1). doi:10.1080/2331186X.2017.1349562

Borg, F., & Pramling Samuelsson, I. (2019, September 3–6). Education for sustainability in the new preschool
curriculum in Sweden. Paper presented at ECER 2019, “Education in an Era of Risk – The Role of
Educational Research for the Future”, Universität Hamburg, Hamburg, Germany.

Breiting, S., & Wickenberg, P. (2010). The progressive development of environmental education in Sweden
and Denmark. Environmental Education Research, 16(1), 9–37. doi:10.1080/13504620903533221

Brundtland, G. H. (1987). World Commission on environment and development: Our common future. New
York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Bruner, J. S. (1960). The process of education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Bruner, J. S. (1966). Toward a theory of instruction. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Chan, B., Choy, G., & Lee, A. (2009). Harmony as the basis for education for sustainable development: A case
example of Yew Chung International Schools. International Journal of Early Childhood, 41(2), 35–48.
doi:10.1007/BF03168877

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education (7th ed.). London, UK/New York,
NY: Routledge.

Davis, J. M. (2005). Educating for sustainability in the early years: Creating cultural change in a child care
setting. . Australian Journal of Environmental Education, 21, 47–55. Retrieved from https://eprints.
qut.edu.au/3060/1/2664.pdf

Davis, J. M. (2008). What might education for sustainability look like in early childhood? A case for
participatory, whole-of-settings approaches. In I. Pramling Samuelsson & Y. Kaga (Eds.), The
contribution of early childhood education to a sustainable society (pp. 18–24). Paris, France: UNESCO
Publications.

Davis, J. M. (2015). What is early childhood education for sustainability and why does it matter? In J. M.
Davis (Ed.), Young children and the environment: Early education for sustainability (pp. 7–31).
Melbourne, Australia: Cambridge University Press.

Eagly, A. H., & Chaiken, S. (1993). The psychology of attitudes. Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace College
Publishers.

Elliott, J. A. (2013). An introduction to sustainable development (4th ed.). London, UK: Routledge.

Engdahl, I., & Rabušicová, M. (2011). Education for sustainable development in practice: A report for the
OMEP World Assembly and Conference on the OMEP WORLD ESD Project 2010–2011. Retrieved from
http://old.worldomep.org/files/1343134_wa-report-omep-esd-in-practice-2011-1-.pdf

EU. (2010, December 4). Council conclusions of 19 November 2010 on education for sustainable development.
Official Journal of the European Union (C 327/11 – C 327/14). Retrieved from https://www.
consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/educ/117855.pdf

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

624

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2017.1372758
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2017.1349562
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504620903533221
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF03168877
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/3060/1/2664.pdf
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/3060/1/2664.pdf
http://old.worldomep.org/files/1343134_wa-report-omep-esd-in-practice-2011-1-.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/educ/117855.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/educ/117855.pdf


Halldén, G. (Ed.). (2011). Barndomens skogar. Om barn och natur och barns natur [Forests of the childhood.
Children and nature and children’s nature]. Stockholm, Sweden: Carlsson.

Håll Sverige Rent [Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation]. (2019a, June 27). Vi är med Grön flagg [We are with
Green flag]. Retrieved from https://www.hsr.se/valkommen-till-gron-flagg/vi-ar-med

Håll Sverige Rent [Keep Sweden Tidy Foundation]. (2019b, June 27). Grön flagg. Program erbjuder [Green
flag. What the program offers]. Retrieved from https://www.hsr.se/gron-flagg/allt-som-gron-flagg-
erbjuder

Hargreaves, L. (2008). The whole-school approach to education for sustainable development: From pilot
projects to systemic change. Policy & Practice-A Development Education Review, 6, 69–74.

Hedefalk, M., Almqvist, J., & Östman, L. (2015). Education for sustainable development in early childhood
education: A review of the research literature. Environmental Education Research, 21(7), 975–990.
doi:10.1080/13504622.2014.971716

Henderson, K., & Tilbury, D. (2004). Whole-school approaches to sustainability: An international review of
sustainable school programs. Report prepared by the Australian Research Institute in Education for
Sustainability (ARIES) for The Department of the Environment and Heritage, Australian Government.
MacQuarie University, Sydney, Australia.

Heron, J., & Reason, P. (2001). The practice of cooperative inquiry: Research ‘with’ rather than ‘on’ people. In
P. Reason & H. Bradbury (Eds.), Handbook of action research: Participative inquiry and practice
(pp. 179–188). London, UK: Sage.

Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2010). Cultures and organizations: Software of the mind.
Intercultural cooperation and its importance for survival (3rd ed.). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Jackson, L. (2007). Leading sustainable schools. Nottingham, UK: National College for School Leadership.

Lewis, E., Mansfield, C., & Baudains, C. (2010). Going on a turtle egg hunt and other adventures: Education
for sustainability in early childhood. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 35(4), 95–100.
doi:10.1177/183693911003500412

Mackey, G. (2012). To know, to decide, to act: the young child’s right to participate in action for the
environment. Environmental Education Research, 18(4), 473–484. doi:10.1080/13504622.2011.
634494

Mogensen, F., & Schnack, K. (2010). The action competence approach and the “new” discourses of education
for sustainable development, competence and quality criteria. Environmental Education Research,
16(1), 59–74. doi:10.1080/13504620903504032

Öhman, J. (2008). Environmental ethics and democratic responsibility – A pluralistic approach to ESD. In J.
Öhman (Ed.), Values and democracy in education for sustainable development: Contributions from
Swedish research, (pp. 17–32). Malmö, Sweden: Libe.

OMEP. (2011, July 7). Summary. OMEP project about ESD. Svenska OMEP. Retrieved from http://www.
omep.org.se/uploads/files/report_on_esd_in_practice_from_omep_sweden_2011x.pdf

Persson, S. (2008). Forskning om villkor för yngre barns lärande i förskola, förskoleklass och fritidshem
[Research into the conditions for children’s learning at preschools, preschool classes and after-school
centres]. Stockholm, Sweden: Vetenskapsrådet.

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

625

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC

https://www.hsr.se/valkommen-till-gron-flagg/vi-ar-med
https://www.hsr.se/gron-flagg/allt-som-gron-flagg-erbjuder
https://www.hsr.se/gron-flagg/allt-som-gron-flagg-erbjuder
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2014.971716
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/183693911003500412
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2011.634494
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2011.634494
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504620903504032
http://www.omep.org.se/uploads/files/report_on_esd_in_practice_from_omep_sweden_2011x.pdf
http://www.omep.org.se/uploads/files/report_on_esd_in_practice_from_omep_sweden_2011x.pdf


Posch, P. (1999). The ecologisation of schools and its implications for educational policy. Cambridge Journal
of Education, 29(3), 341–348. doi:10.1080/0305764990290304

Pramling Samuelsson, I. (2011). Why we should begin early with ESD: The role of early childhood education.
International Journal of Early Childhood, 43(2), 103–118. doi:10.1007/s13158-011-0034-x

Pramling Samuelsson, I., & Johansson, E. (2006). Play and learning – Inseparable dimensions in
preschool practice. Early Child Development and Care, 176(1), 47–65. doi:10.1080/03004430420
00302654

Singer-Brodowski, M., Brock, A., Etzkorn, N., & Otte, I. (2019). Monitoring of education for sustainable
development in Germany – Insights from early childhood education, school and higher education.
Environmental Education Research, 25(4), 492–507. doi:10.1080/13504622.2018.1440380

Skolverket. (2018a). Curriculum for the preschool Lpfö 18. Stockholm, Sweden: The Swedish National Agency
for Education. Retrieved from http://www.skolverket.se

Skolverket. (2018b, September 18). Barn och personal i förskolan per 15 oktober 2018 [The Swedish National
Agency for Education. Children and staff in preschool per 15th October 2018]. Retrieved
from https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/beskrivande-statistik/2019/pm—barn-och-
personal-i-forskolan-per-den-15-oktober-2018?id=4068

Skolverket. (2019a, June 27). Utmärkelsen skolor för hållbar utveckling: Förskolor med utmärkelsen Skola
för hållbar utveckling [The Swedish National Agency for Education. Certified schools for sustainable
development: Preschools with sustainable development certification]. Retrieved from https://
www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/inspiration-och-stod-i-arbetet/stod-i-arbetet/utmarkelsen-skola-
for-hallbar-utveckling

Skolverket. (2019b, September 20). Swedish school for new arrivals. What is preschool class? For your 6-year-
old child? Retrieved from http://www.omsvenskaskolan.se/engelska/foerskolan-och-foerskoleklass/
vad-aer-foerskoleklass/

UN. (2015, December 3). Transforming our world: The 2030 Agenda for sustainable development.
United Nations. Retrieved from http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/
1&Lang=E

UNESCO. (2005). United Nations decade of education for sustainable development 2005–2014: UNESCO
international implementation scheme (ED/2005/ESD/3). Paris, France: United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation.

UNESCO. (2012). Shaping the education of tomorrow: 2012 Full-length Report on the UN Decade of Education
for Sustainable Development. DESD monitoring & evaluation. Retrieved from http://edepot.wur.nl/
246667

UNESCO. (2017). Implementing the whole-school approach under the Global Action Programme on
Education for Sustainable Development. Japan: United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization. Retrieved from https://aspnet.unesco.org/en-us/Documents/EN_Background%
20Note.pdf

Vare, P., & Scott, W. (2007). Learning for a change: Exploring the relationship between education and
sustainable development. Journal of Education for Sustainable Development, 1(2), 191–198.
doi:10.1177/097340820700100209

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

626

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0305764990290304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13158-011-0034-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0300443042000302654
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0300443042000302654
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2018.1440380
http://www.skolverket.se
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/beskrivande-statistik/2019/pm---barn-och-personal-i-forskolan-per-den-15-oktober-2018?id=4068
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/beskrivande-statistik/2019/pm---barn-och-personal-i-forskolan-per-den-15-oktober-2018?id=4068
https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/inspiration-och-stod-i-arbetet/stod-i-arbetet/utmarkelsen-skola-for-hallbar-utveckling
https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/inspiration-och-stod-i-arbetet/stod-i-arbetet/utmarkelsen-skola-for-hallbar-utveckling
https://www.skolverket.se/skolutveckling/inspiration-och-stod-i-arbetet/stod-i-arbetet/utmarkelsen-skola-for-hallbar-utveckling
http://www.omsvenskaskolan.se/engelska/foerskolan-och-foerskoleklass/vad-aer-foerskoleklass/
http://www.omsvenskaskolan.se/engelska/foerskolan-och-foerskoleklass/vad-aer-foerskoleklass/
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E
http://edepot.wur.nl/246667
http://edepot.wur.nl/246667
https://aspnet.unesco.org/en-us/Documents/EN_Background%20Note.pdf
https://aspnet.unesco.org/en-us/Documents/EN_Background%20Note.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/097340820700100209


Vetenskapsrådet. (2017, January 14). Good research practice. Stockholm, Sweden: Swedish Research Council.
Retrieved from https://www.vr.se/download/18.5639980c162791bbfe697882/1529480529472/
Good-Research-Practice_VR_2017.pdf

Wals, A. E. J., & Corcoran, P. B. (2012). Introduction: Re-orienting, re-connecting and re-imaging: learning-
based responses to the challenge of (un)sustainability. In A. E. J. Wals & P. B. Corcoran (Eds.),
Learning for sustainability in times of accelerating change (pp. 21–32). Wegeningen: Wageningen
Academic Publisher.

HERJ Hungarian Educational Research Journal, Vol 9 (2019), No 4

627

Unauthenticated | Downloaded 05/19/23 02:05 PM UTC

https://www.vr.se/download/18.5639980c162791bbfe697882/1529480529472/Good-Research-Practice_VR_2017.pdf
https://www.vr.se/download/18.5639980c162791bbfe697882/1529480529472/Good-Research-Practice_VR_2017.pdf

