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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This report builds on earlier studies that investigated sustainability practice in Gippsland 
schools (Green & Somerville, 2014; Somerville & Green, 2013). The report highlights the 
details of a study that examined children’s perceptions of sustainability across six Australian 
regional schools. The 16 participants (10 girls and 6 boys aged 9-13) were recruited from the 
inaugural one-day Sustainable Schools Expo in the Gippsland region of Victoria at Federation 
University Australia, December, 2014) that involved approximately 420 primary (elementary) 
and post-primary students from schools where sustainability is part of the wider curriculum.  
 
The study used a place-based, case study methodology in which data was collected from 
children about their perspectives of sustainability. Methods included digital visual recording 
of sustainability artefacts provided by students, and digital audio recording of semi-structured 
interviews with children. Data was analysed using continuous coding to determine key themes 
in relation to the nature of sustainability for children across six Gippsland schools.  
 
The key themes that emerged from this analysis were: 
 

• Planetary sustainability  
• Sustainability and the more than human world 
• Contextualised sustainability knowledge in/from local places and spaces 
• Imagining sustainable futures 

 
The study found that children’s involvement in sustainability largely stems from practical 
experiences in school and home environments, mostly through action based projects. Projects 
involved embodied learning that promoted creating and caring for specific locations, such as 
wetlands, creeks and rivers, school grounds and food gardens. In conjunction with other 
adults from the wider community, teachers played a key role in implementing sustainability in 
schools and supporting children’s subsequent learning, which was often self-directed and 
discovery based. The children in this study have well developed ideas about what 
sustainability is, its impact on the planet, and its contribution to planetary survival. Their 
sustainability knowledge is testament to the rich sustainability learning opportunities affored 
to them in their school. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. To disseminate the findings to participating schools  
2. To advocate for the provision of adequate resources to support the implementation of 

sustainability education in schools 
3. To incorporate the findings into teacher education in order to extend the nature and 

scope of education for sustainability  
4. To provide input into the professional development of teachers 
5. To expand available resources that will support the implementation of sustainability 

education in primary school curriculum 
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EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY IN GIPPSLAND SCHOOLS 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper reports on a study that examined children’s perceptions of sustainability across six 
Australian regional schools. The 16 participants (10 girls and 6 boys aged 9-13) were 
recruited from the inaugural one-day Sustainable Schools Expo in the Gippsland region of 
Victoria that involved approximately 420 primary (elementary) and post-primary students 
from schools where sustainability is implemented as a cross curriculum priority. A key aim of 
the Expo was to bring rural and regional schools together to share and showcase sustainability 
resources and knowledge. As part of its charter to advance Education for Sustainability (EfS) 
across the region, the Regional Centre of Expertise on Education for Sustainable 
Development1 (RCE Gippsland) partnered with Federation University and other government 
and non-government organisations including the City of Latrobe, ResourceSmart 
(Sustainability Victoria), Baw Baw Sustainability Network, and Gippsland Water and 
Resource Recovery Group to host the Expo at Federation University (Churchill campus). In 
endorsing the ‘voice and perspective of the child’ (Burke, 2007; Wake & Eames, 2013), 
groups of children from six leading sustainability schools were invited to conduct 15-minute 
presentations on specific sustainability themes using videos, photos, story telling and frog 
recordings on topics such as waste management, kitchen gardening, energy audits, school 
ground conservation, water management and a ‘Kids teaching kids’ program. Five of the six 
study schools were government (public) schools (x4 primary; x1 secondary) and one was an 
independent primary school. Apart from the two rural schools with 50 or less students, all 
schools had enrolments of over 150 students. 
 
Currently, sustainability is one of three cross curriculum priorities (CCP) (Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures and Asia and Australia’s engagement with Asia 
are the other two) in the Australian Curriculum, and is framed by the three organising ideas of 
Systems, Futures and Worldviews. According to the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA), sustainability education ‘provides students with the tools and 
language to engage with and better understand their world at a range of levels’ (ACARA, 
2015, para 1). Over the past several years, Education for Sustainability (EfS) has become a 
popular endeavour in Gippsland schools, where it is often integrated across science, the arts, 
maths, geography, and history, in outside learning environments including school grounds, 
wetlands and other local places. While many schools develop stand-alone, internal 
sustainability programs, stakeholder partnerships between schools and community groups, 
local shires, and council-based sustainability officers underpin many sustainability programs. 
As well as providing important curriculum resources and expertise, these collaborations play 
a significant part in maintaining the quality and longevity of sustainability in Gippsland 
primary (elementary) schools (Green & Somerville, 2014; Somerville & Green, 2013).  
                                                
1 RCE Gippsland is one of four Australian (and 127 worldwide) RCE’s belonging to a United Nations network 
of formal, non-formal and informal education organisations mobilised to deliver education for sustainable 
development (ESD) to local and regional communities. See http://ias.unu.edu 
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Given the limited research on school-based sustainability more generally, mapping EfS 
activity in the Gippsland region is important for establishing an accurate picture of its 
application, which includes gauging children’s understanding and enactment of sustainability 
in the various schools. Furthermore, current research is required to calibrate earlier research 
findings that identified Gippsland schools as deficient in the uptake of sustainability 
compared to Victorian metropolitan areas (DEECD, 2007). With all of these considerations in 
mind, the Sustainable Schools Expo provided an important opportunity to gauge where and 
how sustainability is occurring in Gippsland schools. By reporting on data that highlights 
children’s sustainability knowledge, and how they come to build that knowledge, the study 
suggests that children have strongly conceptualised ideas about sustainability that come about 
as a consequence of diverse experiences and entanglements with living and non-living 
materialities.  
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EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
 
A review of the literature 
 
The concept of sustainability is a complex and contestable term that incorporates multiple 
meanings and interpretations (Sterling, 2012). Sustainability has been identified as the 
reorientation of society to equip citizens with critical thinking and problem solving, 
participatory decision-making, and systemic thinking skills to address today’s complex 
sustainability issues (Onwueme & Borsari, 2007; Sterling, 2012; Tilbury & Wortman, 2006). 
Across the literature the term is often referred to as education for sustainable development 
(ESD), education for sustainability (EfS), education for a sustainable future and sustainability 
education. Given its explicit link to the UN Decade of Sustainability (UNESCO, 2005), ESD 
is a commonly used term involving a process of learning that considers the long-term futures 
of the economy, ecology and the equitable development of all communities (Brundtland, 
1987). Education for sustainability is an emergent and dynamic concept that encompasses a 
new vision of education (UNESCO, 2002, 2012) that incorporates teaching and learning 
practices that emphasise environmental and social justice (Furman & Gruenewald, 2004).  
 
Sustainability, children and young people  
 
Key researchers in the field propose that sustainability education requires a new paradigm 
‘that makes learning towards sustainable living an explicit, central and integrating concept in 
education planning and practice’ (Sterling, 2001, p. 83). Sustainability is the tool that global, 
national, and local organisations and groups are using to initiate authentic action to address 
eco-social planetary problems. It is important, therefore, to take the term seriously and re-
animate its meanings through educational research. According to Sterling, ‘sustainability 
education’ is a vital field that should and must assist in preparing children and young people 
more broadly in coping with, managing and shaping social, economic and ecological 
conditions characterised by change, uncertainty, risk and complexity (Sterling, 2012, p. 9), 
and denotes forms of environmental education, education for sustainability and education for 
sustainable development (Sterling, 2010). 

The naming of ‘learning’ and ‘education’ as key concepts of achieving a more sustainable 
world (Sterling, 2001, 2010) reflects an intensifying consensus amongst educators and 
academics about young people’s increasing need to negotiate a range of newly emerging 
phenomenon not yet understood or anticipated, including environmental and climate change, 
financial crises, unprecedented global mobility of populations and other significant changes 
and challenges (Comber, 2012, pp. 4-5). According to others, the new lines of sustainability 
thinking and practice urgently required for planetary survival will involve a seismic and 
paradigmatic transition towards new and adaptive ways of being in a complex and changing 
world (Orr, 2009), and will involve living within our means and acting responsibly towards 
those whose inputs (e.g. natural systems and resources) help us to live and ‘survive well’ 
(Mason, 2015).  
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The advancement of sustainability in Australian schools has a broad agenda that sets out to 
equip citizens with ‘critical questioning and systemic thinking skills to address today’s 
complex sustainability issues’ (Tilbury & Wortman, 2008, p. 85). Notwithstanding its overall 
intention, EfS has struggled to establish itself and maintain a profile in Australian schools 
(Evans, Whitehouse, & Gooch, 2012). Even though many educators endorse its value (Boon, 
2011), sustainability remains ambiguous to many teachers (Walshe, 2008) who face a number 
of barriers and challenges regarding its conceptualisation and implementation (Dyment, Hill, 
& Emery, 2015; Kemmis & Mutton, 2012). Furthermore, there is a distinct lack of empirical 
research about children and young people’s sustainability learning, including the ways in 
which they produce sustainability knowledge (Somerville & Green, 2015). This gap correlates 
with the suggestion that it is not unusual to find major national, regional or local policy 
agendas relating to environmental, economic, political or social sustainability which 
essentially make no specific reference to children and young people (Horton, Hadfield-Hill, 
Christensen, & Kraftl, 2013, p. 250).  
 
Previous research on sustainability in Gippsland schools 
 
Previous research has investigated the range of environmental programs and initiatives 
available in Victorian Government schools (DEECD, 2007). The school survey was designed 
to measure sustainability practices, policies, procedures and funding initiatives. The data 
collected from schools across the state of Victoria was intended to inform the DEECD’s 
strategic framework for sustainability initiatives in government schools. Survey questions 
were framed around sustainability practices such as recycling, composting, renewable energy 
use and reduction in energy use. School participation in a number of initiatives such as 
ResourceSmart Australian Sustainable Schools Initiative Victoria (AuSSiVic 
ResourceSmart), Solar Schools and Water Efficiency initiatives were also included. In this 
survey schools in the Gippsland region were found to have one of the lowest participation 
rates in Victoria in sustainability education. 
 
Following on from this research, two key studies have provided substantial insights into 
sustainability activity in Gippsland schools. The first study, ‘Mapping sustainability 
initiatives in the Gippsland region’(Somerville & Green, 2013) sought to connect individual 
local sustainability initiatives to each other across a region in order to gain greater momentum 
for transformational change. In collaboration with local sustainability and climate change 
networks, a mapping survey was developed to investigate the location, nature and type of 
sustainability initiatives in the region. The mapping survey added further data and insights to 
previous studies of sustainability initiatives in Gippsland, highlighting conservation and land 
management projects, kitchen garden/food and health programs, wetlands/frog pond projects, 
natural resource management, community partnerships and community gardens, biodiversity, 
and water, waste and energy management. The second study ‘Sustainability education in 
practice: teacher perspectives on sustainability in primary schools’ (Green & Somerville, 
2014) investigated teachers’ understandings of sustainability, and how sustainability 
education is manifested in eight rural and regional Gippsland primary schools. Data included 
photographs of school grounds and sustainability projects, audio recordings of interviews 
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with teachers and principals. Findings suggest that sustainability education was an emergent 
practice necessarily constituted in the relation between teachers, students and community 
members and the materialities of local places.  
  
In consideration of these findings, the study on which this report is based provides a timely 
opportunity to collect new data that informs and expands current understanding of how 
children from Gippsland schools are participating in education for sustainability. 
Furthermore, the study presents an opportunity to envision how sustainability curriculum 
might assist student’s transition towards new and adaptive ways of being in a complex and 
changing world. 
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AIMS OF THE STUDY 
 

1. To investigate children’s knowledge and enactment of sustainability   
2. To analyse how children produce sustainability knowledge 
3. To identity curriculum and pedagogies that support children’s sustainability 

knowledge and action 
4. To develop a case study for participating schools that illustrates an overview of 

children’s sustainability knowledge  
 
 
LOCATION OF THE STUDY 
 
Gippsland as a region 
 
Gippsland is a distinctive region in south eastern Victoria with a particular identity, and 
identifiable sustainability and climate change challenges. The Gippsland region is 41,538 
square kilometres (slightly smaller than Denmark), which represents 18 per cent of the 
Victorian land mass. The region comprises the six local government shires of Bass Coast, 
Baw Baw, East Gippsland, Wellington, South Gippsland and the Latrobe City, which are 
represented in Figure 1 (below). The Gippsland Region extends from Bunyip River in West 
Gippsland (approximately 85km from Melbourne) to the NSW State Border, from Omeo in 
the mountainous North to Wilsons Promontory in the South (where Bass Strait forms the 
border between Victoria and Tasmania). Four of the six shires in the Gippsland region are 
represented in the study. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Map of Victoria and the six LGAs 
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Participating schools 
 
As part of the recruitment process, the researcher via the principal, and then the sustainability 
teacher contacted the six schools that provided keynote presentations at the Sustainable 
Schools Expo. All children presenting at the conference were invited to be interviewed and to 
make a sustainability artefact that symbolised their understanding of sustainability. In one of 
the smaller schools, other children that did not attend the Expo but who actively participated 
in education for sustainability were also offered the opportunity to be interviewed. The 
participating primary schools were spread across three of the local government areas (LGAs), 
including:  
 

§ Wellington Shire: Toongabbie Primary School  
§ City of Latrobe: Commercial Rd. Primary School, Yinnar South Primary School, 

Kurnai College (Morwell campus)  
§ Shire of Baw Baw: St. Paul’s Anglican Grammar School (Warragul campus)  
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METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 
 
The study used a qualitative case study design as a practical and comprehensive approach to 
assist the investigation into children’s perceptions of sustainability across the participating 
schools.  
 
Methods 
 
Student-constructed sustainability artefacts 
 
The study used student-constructed sustainability artefacts as a medium for generating 
discussions with them about their sustainability knowledge. The initial school visits provided 
an opportunity to introduce the study, and explain the purpose of the artefact or ‘thing’ 
children would bring to their interviews with the researcher some weeks later. Children were 
told the artefact could be any object that allowed them to share their knowledge, thoughts and 
experiences about sustainability, which could be communicated through multimodal designs 
such as stories, models, poems, texts or images. Rather than subjectively judging them, the 
artefacts were viewed as a critical medium for emergent conversations, and exchanges 
between children and their objects. All students except for two brought their sustainability 
artefacts to the interview. 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
 
The semi-structured interviews (recorded and later transcribed) enabled participants to present 
their own perspectives in an atmosphere where they were deemed as ‘knowledgeable experts’ 
(Pain & Francis, 2003; Reinharz, 1992). The researcher was known to the schools from her 
involvement in the Sustainable Schools Expo and was able to conduct the 20-30 minute 
interviews in privacy over a 3-month period. The majority of interviews were conducted with 
individual children except for those students who had collaborated on a sustainability artefact 
and chose to be interviewed together.  
 
Ethical considerations 
 
The notion of children having ideas about, and a propensity for involvement in sustainability 
and environmental issues is a well regarded dimension of research involving minors (Barratt 
Hacking, Barratt, & Scott, 2007). Once viewed as vulnerable and incompetent, children are 
increasingly understood as knowledgeable recipients of a research process that adopts ‘ethical 
symmetry’ between children and adults (Morrow, 2008, p. 63). This method adheres to the 
deep-rooted idea of children as actors in their own right who have diverse and often divergent 
opinions and views about their everyday life worlds (Holloway & Valentine, 2000; Matthews, 
Limb, & Taylor, 1998). There is now overwhelming recognition that regardless of age, children 
have the capacity to articulate and construct their own unique perspective of the world or ways 
of knowing (Prosser & Burke, 2008) that are qualitatively different from those of adults (James 
& Prout, 1990; Prout, 2005). In this sense, children are constantly shaping their social and 
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environmental transactions at a variety of socio-spatial scales (Scourfield, Dicks, Drakeford, & 
Davies, 2006).  
 
The Federation University Human Research Ethics Committee and the Department of 
Education granted ethics approval for the study. As part of these requirements parents and 
guardians provided consent on behalf of the children who were all under the age of 18 (see 
Appendix A, B and C). In all publications derived from the study, including this report, 
children’s privacy has been maintained. 
 
 
 
ANALYSIS OF CASE STUDY DATA 
 
All data, including transcribed interviews and photographs were analysed using a process of 
continuous coding that was done manually by the researcher. The resulting emergent themes 
provide a critical framework for (a) understanding children’s knowledge about sustainability 
curriculum, (b) mapping the different ways sustainability is taken up in the schools, and (c) 
recognising children’s concerns about sustainability and environmental issues. The data set 
generated four main emergent themes that assisted the analysis of the data:  
 

• Planetary sustainability  
• Sustainability and the more than human world 
• Contextualised sustainability knowledge in/from local places and spaces 
• Imagining sustainable futures 
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DISCUSSION 
 
Planetary sustainability  
 
Sustainability was largely portrayed, and understood as an active, temporal and spatial 
concept that was according to one child, ‘happening all around us’. Stephen Sterling 
maintains that ‘sustainability implies the survival, the security, and beyond these, the well-
being of a whole system, whether this is seen at local level, such as community, or at a global 
level’ (Sterling, 2010, p. 512). In parallel to his thesis, the significance of, and connections 
between ‘earth’, planetary sustainability, and the human endeavour required to maintain 
earth’s longevity were high priorities amongst children, who had well defined aspirations for 
the kind of world they wished to live in. These hopes were explored through the artefacts and 
the subsequent conversations generated by them, where children made consistent connections 
between the ‘earth’, themselves, and other non-human species that were all part of a greater 
life force and larger system of life (Martusewicz, 2005). Collectively, children explained: 

 
E is for earth; it’s where we live 
We learn sustainability to help the whole earth  
We need to make the earth less gassy 
Sustainability means we have the ability to sustain the earth  
The earth keeps moving around so we can breathe 
The earth… it’s under a lot of pressure 
Every animal has a purpose on the earth 
The earth will get hotter 
If we share knowledge, it’s going to help the earth 

 
Combined, the constructed artefacts and children’s verbal expressions were suggestive of an 
imperative to sustain the earth and its ongoing capacity to support all life forms, and could be 
understood through the connections they made between the earth’s vitality (e.g. keeping the 
world healthy) and its fundamental capacity to endure (e.g. keep the world going). Above all 
else, children expressed an unequivocal desire to protect their home, planet earth. Inherent 
within their responses were shared concerns for planetary threats: ‘a big hole in the ozone 
layer’, earth becoming ‘gassy’, ‘under a lot of pressure’, and ‘getting hotter’. Children made 
direct links between the earth’s current vulnerability, and inconsiderate human action. In other 
words, children identified humans as the key determinant of planet integrity, which was 
summed up by one child who lamented: ‘I don’t think there’s ever going to be a future 
because everyone’s ruining the earth’. 

 
The artefacts effectively highlighted children’s knowledge about the connections they made 
between a changing earth, and human-earth relationships, as expressed through a poem that 
drew attention to responsible use of the earth’s resources, which according to one child 
included, ‘finding better ways to use natural ways to do stuff on a daily basis’, and ‘opening 
our eyes a bit more’. She wrote: 
 

We need to keep the planet clean so let’s all do our part   
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We can use less gasoline now that will be a start  
Instead of driving cars to school we could walk or ride  
And to really keep the planet cool we could dry our clothes outside  
This is our earth, our planet and home so let’s all take a stand   
Please listen to my heartfelt poem and make these changes hand in hand (Louise, 10 
years old). 
 

Similar themes of the use and misuse of available natural resources informed other children’s 
vision for a better world, as expressed in the following Earth Day poem: 

 
Earth is where we live 
Always plant trees 
Recycle cans 
Trees give us oxygen 
Help us to not make pollution 
Don’t cut down so many trees 
Always remember to bring your own bags 
Yeah (Harriet, 8 years old) 

 
Evidence of humans and earth as intrinsically connected was exemplified through an ‘earth’ 
artefact made from a large rubber ball glued with blue and green tissue paper to symbolise 
ocean waters and land-based continents. Sticky-taped to the globe were photos of frogs, birds 
and gardens, children learning in a classroom and outside in a frog garden. Circling the lower 
section of the globe was a sign: ‘SUSTAINABILITY: help us follow the right path’. The 
student explained: 
 

This is earth. It’s a globe of photos connected by this pathway where everything is 
connected. I think sustainability means keeping the world going, so going through all 
the steps and keeping it healthy. So we've got to do different things to keep it healthy 
so we can live in it. This globe is saying everything we do is going keep our world 
healthy (Kara, 10 years old). 

 
In this particular conversation, the student linker her personal aspirations to ‘live in a healthy 
environment’ to an incident experienced one year earlier, when thick smoke and unbearable 
levels of toxic fumes from a nearby 45-day long coalmine fire (two kilometres away), forced 
her entire school community to vacate the township by bus to another nearby town to attend 
school for a whole term (eight weeks). Gripped by the unfamiliar nature of the fire, she 
explained the challenges of adjusting to the unexpected stresses and chaos it triggered: 
 

We were all a bit worried about everything. I was worried about if would it stop soon 
or not and would it get other places. Every morning we had to get our masks out and 
it's not easy to breathe in them because they're so small. But if we took them off, it 
was even harder to breath. It was really hard because we'd never experienced 
something that like, we'd always had easy breathing and then we had to wear masks to 
breathe.  
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Caring for the more than human world and the ‘web of life’ 
 
Children’s interest in the plight of the earth included paying close attention to the significance 
of the ‘more than human world’ (Abram, 1996, 2010) that encompassed non-human, animate 
and inanimate entities. Reference to non-human life forms featured extensively in children’s 
artefacts, and in the stories they told about every day entanglements with ‘living things’ and 
‘overlapping ecologies’ (Duhn, 2012) such as plants, trees, worms, soil, bodies of water, 
frogs, birds, insects and farm animals. Concern for non-human entities emerged as a critical 
tenet of children’s request for elevated levels of care and consideration that ensured their, and 
the earth’s continued existence. Some children believed that sustainability encouraged them 
‘to learn about the environments’ they lived in, and ‘to be kind and respect the earth we live 
on’. They proposed that: ‘Things might just get worse if we don’t. Like there’ll be no land, no 
animals, not much trees, just all buildings and roads and cars’, and offered practical 
suggestions that could make a difference:  
 

Things that we could do might include recycling, composting, being water wise, 
reducing our electricity usage so all living and breathing creatures on the earth can 
survive… because animals like will start to go extinct and stuff, because if something 
happens to one animal it affects the other animals because of the web of life.  If you 
went into a wetlands and cut down all the trees, then all the birds have nowhere to 
live, and some of them could possibly go extinct, and some of the frogs too, because 
some frogs live in trees. So then there’ll be another animal bigger than them that eats 
them that is then affected because they don’t have enough to eat, so then they starve 
and they start to die out. 
 

The interrelatedness between diverse life forms, or the ‘web of life’ as children consistently 
described it, has been touted as a valuable starting point for educating children about 
ecological themes and ideas such as diversity, interdependence, food webs and communities 
that underpin the health and longevity of the planet (Capra, 2005; Orr, 1992, 2004). One child 
highlighted the importance of connectivity via a web of life game they had played at school: 
 

Someone brings in a scarf and everyone picks up a piece of the scarf, so it’s like a 
web.  And then everyone gets assigned a certain animal, so you’re a frog, you’re an 
insect or a bird. So then all the birds go extinct, and everyone who’s a bird has to drop 
it. And then they see how it’s like, so birds eat worms, so all the worms have to drop 
theirs, and they go extinct. And then everyone eventually drops the scarf and it’s on 
the ground. We’re like, so the web of life is dead. And that’s it. Everyone’s gone 
because one thing died (Janine, 11 years). 

 
A miniature ecological system was portrayed in a student’s garden made from a recycled 
tissue box, soil, a lettuce seedling and an independent watering system. Inspired by her 
passion for gardening she explained how her ‘little gardening thing’ was her way of 
expressing how she understood sustainability. She described sustainability as ‘something that 
can go on forever’, suggesting it was ‘all part of all these little bits and they all come together 
to make it’. For her, growing food meant not having to consume food that ‘travels around the 
world and probably costs a bit more because of the shipping’. The act of growing food in 
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home and school gardens was a common experience shared by many students who drew links 
to the benefits of locally grown food. Being able to identify, and work with the idea of an 
ecological web was a priority for an older student who planned and taught a sustainability 
lesson for younger children. Rather than present ideas to young students through ‘telling kids 
information through technology’, she emphasised a preference for going outside to observe 
things in action rather than ‘hearing it from someone or seeing it on a screen’. In a wetland for 
example, she could pick up a frog and say: 
 

This is this frog, this is a bird, and this is what they do, and this is how their life cycle 
works…they eat this and this eats them, and this is their life cycle. That’s so much 
better than a computer because you can see it all happening around you. You can say 
this is not just a frog; this is the Green Tree frog. And you educate them and then they 
know this affects the frogs, or this affects the birds (Jane, 12 years old).  
 

Querying the roots of her knowledge base, she explained the nocturnal wetland adventures 
she experienced in her earlier school years.  
 

In my primary school we had a thing called Frog Census and once a month one of our 
teachers who was like a frog expert would take us out there and we’d walk around at 
night with torches and we’d pick up frogs and it was amazing. Finding the animals… 
we actually looked for the animals like in the trees and then once you found one [a 
frog] you got to hold it. 
 

As a post-primary student expressing disappointment about the lack of field trips, it became 
clear that the student’s earlier wetland experiences were largely responsible for her well-
established insights into the benefits of experiential discovery learning in the natural world.  
 
Contextualised sustainability knowledge in/from local places and spaces 
 
In response to the question: ‘What activities or experiences have helped you develop ideas 
and knowledge about sustainability’, children described diverse sustainability projects that 
involved teachers, children and other community adults who worked together towards a 
common goal. Stories of children’s lived experiences in everyday places such as school 
grounds and other local sites were widespread, illustrating the different ways children 
developed intricate local knowledge about places they endowed with value through creating, 
studying, and caring for them. Children spoke fondly about places that informed their 
sustainability knowledge, including a farm, a school ground frog bog and food garden, a local 
forest, a wetland, coalmines and a grandparent’s backyard. As active explorers and creators of 
their local environments, children described the different types of ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ 
acquired from recurring visits.  
 
The impact of these regular visits to everyday sites emerged as a critical factor in how 
children produced sustainability knowledge. This was apparent for those children who, as part 
of an inquiry based sustainability project, refurbished a school ground frog bog closed by 
teachers due to widespread neglect. Explaining how other children had ‘mistreated and 
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destroyed’ the frog bog, a group of students across several grades re-built it as part of a self-
initiated action plan in their weekly sustainability lesson.   

 
Our whole group was about researching about the frog bog on like different plants. 
We cleaned it all up and we put new flowers in and we fixed up all the water, and then 
we went on an excursion to the wetlands and we asked if we could take home a big 
tub and we put some water and eggs in it. We put them in the pond and now there are 
frogs (Sarah, 12 years old). 
 

In consulting frog ecology and water experts, children established deep knowledge of 
ecologies that support wildlife through mutual learning: 
 

Two people came and spoke to us. One was a lady who was like an expert on water 
and she would help us test the water and to see if there was any problem with the 
water like phosphorous because that affects the frogs. We had another lady and she 
brought in some plants for our little frog bog habitat. I learnt more from actually 
rebuilding it than I would from just listening. 

 
In keeping with children’s preference for learning in the real world as opposed to 
presentations that ‘tell’, children valued learning opportunities that exposed them to the 
comings and goings of the natural world. Many children referred to local places such as parks, 
rivers, forests and farms as places where they learnt about the importance of planting trees, 
conservation work and caring for animals. The construction of a sustainable shovel/broom 
artefact assisted one student to share aspects of sustainability on her farm:  
 

On our little farm we take care of all our animals and make sure they're okay. We've 
got horses, some cows, chickens, ducks and dogs and cats. I love my animals… cows 
give you milk and chickens give you eggs, and the pigs eat the scraps so you don’t 
waste anything. If you learn to care for animals you learn to care for the environment 
and people, so you can learn a lot of responsibility on caring for animals (Jamie, 11 
years old). 

 
At one school, children distinguished the school ‘restaurant’ - a small room near the kitchen 
inside the school’s hall where weekly meals made by children with harvested ingredients 
from the school garden was shared - as an important place to learn about sustainability.  
 

Every time we cook we harvest our garden so we can cook in our restaurant and 
kitchen, then we serve it out to everyone and eat it at the table. So we have somewhere 
comfortable to eat and a heater in here to keep us warm. At our school they’re trying 
to teach us about saving money and that if you grow your own stuff you don’t have to 
buy it (Harry, 10 years old). 

At another school, children identified a local wetland as a key site for environmental and 
sustainability learning through a science program called Bug Blitz, where children collected 
and photographed micro-invertebrates, insects and bugs from trees and grasses as a way of 
monitoring ecological health. The theme of biodiversity was explored through food chains, 
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including food plants, predators, habitats, animal behaviours, animal adaptations, and other 
environmental issues identified in the local ecosystem.  

Since I've done Bug Blitz I've learnt a lot more about habitats and how important they 
are. I’ve learnt new words about bugs, habitat, and biodiversity and stuff. If you find a 
bug you don’t know you can see if it's endangered or anything. We can find out where 
they live or if they need to be transferred to a better place. I like seeing lots of wildlife 
because that means like it's healthy because we've been looking after it (Ben, 12 
years). 

 
Programs such as this are evidence of the ways children are exposed to sustainability learning 
through external partnerships.  
 
Imagining sustainable futures 
 
The final theme of Imagining sustainable futures pays attention to children’s concerns and 
aspirations about the longer-term health of the planet. This tended to involve imaginative 
design ideas that involved thinking through possibility, as expressed by one child:  

 
Well I think we need to think about the future. If we do it now it's going to get better 
but then we've got to keep passing it down to other generations. So it's an ongoing 
project, we need to keep it going. I think it keeps our hopes up when we know that if 
we do this we're creating a better world for others (Sarah, 12 years old). 

 
Two children explored the idea of sustainable futures through key words they generated from 
the word ‘sustainability’, which framed a lengthy conversation about ‘helping the future’. 

 
Solutions 
Usable 
Support 
Turbines 
Analysis 
Innovative thinking 
Natural 
Allowable 
Balance  
Including new and creative ideas 
Life quality 
Improve 
Thinking 
Yard sharing (Jill, 11 years old; Ben 12 years old) 

 
In describing the term ‘usable’, the children drew on collective knowledge about different 
types of energy, which included photovoltaic panels on the roof of one child’s home. He 
suggested that ‘by using the energy of the sun you don’t have to buy it off companies because 
you give some of the energy to the companies and they store it and they give you money back 
for that energy’. He also offered the idea that ‘solar energy saves the power station digging up 
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the coal and making it into electricity… with solar panels you don’t have to do anything, it 
just works itself’. In asking about the word ‘turbines’, the children described a recent 
excursion to a nearby brown-fired coal power station (one of three in the local area) where 
they were told: ‘brown coal was the worst coal because it has the most moisture and they have 
to dry it… normal [black] coal doesn’t have as much water in it’. The children maintained 
‘renewable energy would be a lot better than coal because that’s using the natural resources to 
get power and the energy’. The children also explained that on the excursion they were told 
they ‘would be responsible for future energy innovations’. Asking why adults might look to 
them for such ideas, one of them replied: ‘because we’re young, we have more imagination 
and we think more. Like we think about what it will be like in the future and try and think 
about things to help the future’.  
 
Elements of design and imagination informed other artefacts such as a pollution-free car, car 
engine, and sustainable buildings and gardens. Using pieces of cardboard joined together by 
sticky tape, two boys created a small model car that ran on water and ‘doesn’t let pollution 
into the sky’. Similarly, the car engine artefact constructed by another child was fuelled by 
hydrogen and water. Built from an empty tissue box joined to a cylindrical plastic container 
(an empty tennis ball tub) and stuffed with blue dyed tissue paper, three flexible and 
transparent plastic tubes joined each of the sections that were responsible for ‘conducting the 
hydrogen flow’. Children explained that their car-based artefacts had emerged from class 
discussions that highlighted the probable lack of future fossil fuels.  
 
Along similar lines, two other children designed energy efficient buildings: one called the ‘no 
electricity house’ and the other, the ‘fully sustainable house’. Made from colored icy poles 
sticks, a small cardboard box, tape and bubble wrap, the main feature of the no electricity 
house was its capacity to ‘never run out of power because there’s a windmill that picks up on 
the wind, and the solar panels that pick up the sun’. Comparable ideas informed the 
sustainability house that had been constructed with recycled cardboard, pipe cleaners, netting, 
straws and foil, and had the ability to use minimal energy with its solar panels, gravity fed 
water tanks, extensive food gardens, and composting bays. Removing the roof from the 
house, the child described how the open-planned house captured warmth in the winter, and 
stayed cool in the summer. When asked how she knew about the house’s passive-solar design, 
she revealed that it was a replication of the house her Nan and Pop lived in. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The executive summary at the beginning of this report offers an overview of the findings in 
relation to the six schools that participated in the study. The study expands current 
understanding about the ways schools are applying education for sustainability, and how 
children are responding to sustainability learning. Children in this study have categorical 
aspirations for a prosperous planetary future, which they know is under threat through the 
impending challenges of climate change, diminishing natural resources, and the need to 
transition to a low carbon world. Significantly, the study draws attention to the ways children 
perceive themselves in broader sustainability discourse. In this study, children distinguish 
themselves as active participants and committed stakeholders cognisant of the complex 
planetary relations that exist between human and non-human entities. One of the dominant 
storylines expressed by children were ideas and beliefs about how humans might exist in the 
world. Although this report highlights children’s readiness to engage in important 
conversations and imaginings about current and future planetary sustainability, more needs to 
be done in exploring children’s perspectives of sustainability. 
 
The opportunity to conduct research with the six participating schools has necessitated newly 
developed relations between RCE Gippsland, Federation University, and the participating 
schools. As a consequence of this study, there is greater recognition of children’s 
understanding of sustainability, including their well-established ideas about how the world 
works, and how it might endure as a consequence of living sustainably.  
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CHILDREN’S SUSTAINABILITY ARTEFACTS 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Sustainability House   Figure 3: Energy Efficient Home 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Hydrogen & Water engine Figure 5: Broom and shovel for farm 
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APPENDICES 
 

Plain Language Information Statement 
 

 
Appendix A: Explanatory Statement: For parents/guardians 

 
PROJECT TITLE: Sustainability and Me: Children’s perspectives on  
PRINCIPAL RESEARCHER: Dr Monica Green (Senior Lecturer) 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION  
 
This information sheet is for you to keep. 
My name is Monica Green and I am conducting a study about children’s thoughts and ideas 
about Sustainability. The aim of the study is to understand children’s perspectives of 
sustainability, including what they think it is, and how they might learn about it at their 
respective school. Your child has been invited to take part in the study because they gave a 
presentation on behalf of their school at the Sustainability Expo held at Federation University 
in December 2014. If you consent to their participation they will be part of a study that 
involves children from the six Gippsland schools. 

What the research will involve 

If you agree to your child’s participation in the study they will be asked to take part in two 
meetings – the first meeting (with all of the other presenters from the school) will introduce 
the study and myself. We will talk about how children will be invited to create a small 
sustainability artefact (they will decide what it will be, but it might be a model, a poem, a 
song, concept map etc.). This meeting will be approximately 20 minutes long. In the second 
meeting I will ask them (individually) to talk about the sustainability artefact with some 
accompanying questions, which might include; ‘what do you think sustainability is’, ‘what 
type of sustainability things do you do at your school’, and ‘where do you do them, and who 
you do them with’? In addition to these questions I will ask you about the Sustainability Expo 
– ‘what did you think about the sustainability expo’, ‘what things did you learn’, ‘is it 
important for children to share their sustainability knowledge/learning with others’, ‘what was 
your favourite part of the day’, and ‘if you were planning another sustainability expo, what 
things/activities would you include’? This second interview might be about 20-30 minutes 
long.  

Possible benefits 

It is hoped that the study will provide educational benefits for your child, the school and the 
broader school community on the importance of sustainability. It is envisaged that as a 
consequence of this study there are no foreseeable risks of harm or discomfort involved. By 
choosing to become a participant in the study, your child will be helping me collect important 
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information about how we can better understand what children think about sustainability. 
Interviews will be digitally recorded and I will take with me the sustainability artefact.  
Can I withdraw from the research? 
Participation in any research project is voluntary. If you do not wish your child to take part 
you are not obliged to and they are free to withdraw at any time.   
Storage of data 
All information gathered from your child will be kept confidential and secure in a locked 
filing cabinet at Federation University for 5 years and kept in a manner to ensure 
confidentiality and then destroyed.  
Confidentiality 
At no time will your child be identified or named in any report or publications. The use of 
pseudonyms/codes may be used. 
I am a qualified primary teacher so I am used to talking to children. If you agree to your 
child’s participation can you please complete the consent from and have your child bring it to 
school to give to their teacher. No payment will be offered for involvement in the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled 
(Sustainability and Me: Children’s perspective of participation and learning), please contact 

the Principal Researcher, (Dr Monica Green) of the School of Education. 
PH: Mobile: 0407 547 445   Work: 51 226364 
EMAIL:   monica.green@federation.edu.au 

 
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, 

please contact the Federation University Ethics Officer, Research Services, Federation University 
Australia, PO Box 663, Mt Helen VIC 3353.   Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765, Email:  

research.ethics@federation.edu.au 
 

CRICOS Provider Number 00103D 
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Plain Language Information Statement 
 

 
 

Appendix B: Explanatory Statement: For children 
 
 
PROJECT TITLE: Sustainability and Me: Children’s perspective on 

participation and learning  
PRINCIPAL RESEARCHER: Dr Monica Green (Senior Lecturer) 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION  
 
This information sheet is for you to keep. 
My name is Monica Green and I am conducting a study about children’s thoughts and ideas 
about Sustainability. I am interested in the sorts of things children your age think. The aim of 
the study is to understand children’s perspectives of sustainability, including what they think 
it is, and how they might learn about it at their respective school. You have been invited to 
take part in the study because you gave a presentation on behalf of your school at the 
Sustainability Expo held at Federation University in December 2014. If you decide to 
participate you will be part of a study that involves children from the six Gippsland schools 
that gave presentations at the Expo. 

What the research will involve 

If you agree to participate in the study you will be asked to take part in two meetings – the 
first meeting (with all of the other presenters from your school) will introduce the study and 
myself. We will talk about how you will be invited to create a small sustainability artefact 
(you will decide what it will be, but it might be a model, a poem, a song, concept map etc.). In 
the second meeting I will ask you (individually) to talk about the sustainability artefact you 
have made with some accompanying questions, which might include; ‘what do you think 
sustainability is’, ‘what type of sustainability things do you do at your school’, and ‘where do 
you do them, and who you do them with’? In addition to these questions I will ask you about 
the Sustainability Expo – ‘what did you think about the sustainability expo’, ‘what things did 
you learn’, ‘is it important for children to share their sustainability knowledge/learning with 
others’, ‘what was your favourite part of the day’, and ‘if you were planning another 
sustainability expo, what things/activities would you include’? This second interview might 
be about 20-30 minutes long. There will be no right or wrong answers, and the interview will 
be conducted at your school at a convenient time.  

Possible benefits 

It is hoped that the study will provide educational benefits for you, your school and the 
broader school community on the importance of sustainability. It is envisaged that as a 
consequence of this study there are no foreseeable risks of harm or discomfort involved. By 
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choosing to become a participant in the study, you are helping me collect important 
information about how we can better understand what children think about sustainability. 
Because it is important that I get what you said right, I would like to record what you say on a 
digital recorder. I will also like to take with me the sustainability artefact you will make as 
part of the study.  
 
Can I withdraw from the research? 
Participation in any research project is voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you are not 
obliged to and you are free to withdraw at any time.   
 
Storage of data 
All information gathered from you will be kept confidential and secure in a locked filing 
cabinet at Federation University for 5 years and kept in a manner to ensure confidentiality and 
then destroyed.  
 
Confidentiality 
At no time will you be identified or named in any report or publications. The use of 
pseudonyms/codes may be used. 
Your mother or father or whoever looks after you will also need to read about this study and 
they will tell you whether or not you will be able to talk to me, but you don’t have to talk to 
me if you don’t want to. I am a qualified teacher so I am used to talking to children your age. 
If you want to talk to me, you should complete the consent form with your parents and bring 
it to school to give to your teacher.  If you change your mind, all you need to do is tell your 
teacher. If you do decide to talk to me and you are unhappy about anything that happens, you 
can talk to your teacher or your parents or whoever looks after you and they will know what 
to do about it. No payment will be offered to you for your involvement in the research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If you have any questions, or you would like further information regarding the project titled 
(Sustainability and Me: Children’s perspective on participation and learning, please contact 

the Principal Researcher, (Dr Monica Green) of the School of Education. 
PH: Mobile: 0407 547 445   Work: 51 226364 
EMAIL:   monica.green@federation.edu.au 

 
Should you (i.e. the participant) have any concerns about the ethical conduct of this research project, 

please contact the Federation University Ethics Officer, Research Services, Federation University 
Australia, PO Box 663, Mt Helen VIC 3353.   Telephone:  (03)  5327 9765, Email:  

research.ethics@federation.edu.au 
 

CRICOS Provider Number 00103D 
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Appendix C: Consent Form  
 

CHILDREN UNDER THE AGE OF 18  
(PARENTS/GUARDIANS TO COMPLETE) 
 
PROJECT TITLE: 
 

Sustainability and Me: Children’s perspectives on participation  
and learning 

RESEARCHERS: Dr Monica Green 
 

NOTE: Signed written consent will remain with the Federation University researcher for their 
records. 
 
I agree that ___________________________________ may take part in the above Federation 
University research project.  The project has been explained to (child) 
_______________________________________ and to me, and I have read the Explanatory 
Statement, which I will keep for my records. 
 
I understand that agreeing to take part means that I am willing to allow my child  
________________________________________ to:  
Be interviewed by the researcher 
Have the interview audio-taped  
Provide a sustainability artefact 
 
 
Consent of Parent/Guardian: 
 
I________________________________________ parent/guardian of 

_________________________________________________ (minor's name) of 

   

 

___________________________(address) hereby consent to 

_____________________________________(minor's name) participating in the  

above research study. 

 
 
SIGNATURE: __________________________________  DATE: _______________ 


