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What is the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale? 

The OMEP ESD Leadership Scale is designed to support those in leadership, management, 

pedagogical coordination, and administrative roles in early childhood education and care (ECEC) 

settings. It helps identify strengths, areas for improvement, and next steps towards sustainable 

policies and practices. It is part of a toolkit that includes rubrics and materials for observation, 

assessment, reflection, and dialogue. Through collaborative, self- and team assessment and action 

planning, it promotes quality improvement and better alignment of learning environments with 

global and local sustainability goals. Each ECEC setting can define its own way of participating in 

the change process, documenting its progress, and evaluating its achievements. 

This Leadership Scale is preliminary for 2026/2027. During that period OMEP will run a project to 

make sure the content is relevant and the language is acceptable. 

Background 

Since 2009, World OMEP has made education for sustainability (EfS) a key focus for World and 

Regional conferences, research projects, practitioners and as key content for an annual OMEP ESD 

award (Engdahl et al., 2027). OMEP became aware of the demand from practitioners on how to 

make improvements in their early childhood practices, with the aim of encouraging children to 

explore nature and caring for the natural world. The OMEP world project on education for 

sustainable development includes multiple parts, such as informal child interviews, ESD-projects 

with children in their ECEC settings, intergenerational dialogues, in-service and pre-service 

training, a resource bank, an annual ESD-award, the OMEP ESD Rating Scale., the OMEP ESD 

Leadership Scale and the online course Sustainability from the Start. These projects are still active, 

and information is available at the OMEP World website (OMEP, 2023). 

Sustainability is recognized as multi-dimensional and comprises socio-cultural, economic, 

environmental and political dimensions. The OMEP ESD Leadership Scale focuses on a Whole 

Setting Approach (WSA) that involves the entire Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

setting, and leadership roles at all levels in the transformation towards sustainable ECEC settings. 

The initiative to develop the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale was inspired by research Mattie & Wals, 

2022). Results showed that not only teachers, but also principals, asked for guidance in their 

leadership towards a sustainable ECEC setting (Pramling Samuelsson et al, 2026).  

In 2026, OMEP developed this OMEP ESD Leadership Scale (2026) which focuses on a Whole 

Setting Approach that involves the entire Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) setting, and 

leadership roles and institutional conditions. The OMEP ESD Rating Scale (2026, 3 ed.) addresses 

educational and learning practices with children. The two OMEP ESD Scales complement each 

other. 

 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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Central principles of the OMEP ESD Scales 

One central premise of ECEC is that children are competent and confident contributors to society. 

Children are agents of change, and working collaboratively with adults, there can be some exciting 

growth in sustainability projects and practices. These factors have in recent years become part of 

national curriculum content in many countries. 

Another central premise of ECEC is the holistic, integrated approach to curriculum. The content in 

the OMEP ESD Scales reflect the three dimensions of sustainability – socio-cultural, economic and 

environmental – as set down by UNESCO (2005) and the political dimension for transformative 

change. These dimensions guide the process to areas crucial for building cultures of sustainability, 

by individuals or teams of professionals. No matter in what dimension of sustainability you start, it 

is easy to link to the other two dimensions in projects and activities. The holistic approach, the 17 

UN Sustainability Goals (UN, 2015) and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) 

serve as a common foundation for the OMEP Scales.  

Furthermore, proactive transformative leadership has been highlighted as one of the most 

important aspects to implementing and developing a holistic and integrated approach to EfS. Thus, 

transformative leadership is fundamental to implementing a holistic and integrated approach to 

education for sustainability (Shields, 2025). Transformative leadership is relational and 

encompasses leadership at all levels, especially principals and head teachers. Sustainability in 

everyday life is organized as a collective and culturally embedded change, all together for a 

sustainable life and a sustainable future (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2026).  

 

A whole setting approach (WSA) 

A WSA project for Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) engages all participants in 

an ECEC setting, of course including the children, in a committed effort to develop awareness, 

knowledge, positive attitudes, behaviour and habits to promote sustainability. The theory of a 

whole school approach was introduced by Mathie and Wals (2022) and is promoted by UNESCO 

(2020). Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Elliott (2026) advanced the WSA to eight areas, specifically for ECEfS.  

A transformative process towards a sustainable ECEC setting involves the entire ECEC setting, and 

leadership roles at all levels in the transformation towards sustainability. A WSA towards 

sustainability reaches beyond the setting to engage parents, families, neighbours, businesses, civic 

leaders – everyone. To embrace the whole setting, some principals developed the organization 

with meetings and networks for maintenance, kitchen and cleaning staff. A sustainable review of 

resources and infrastructure, such as electricity use, water consumption and indoor climate 

contributed to a sustainability perspective on purchasing, non-toxic products and food waste. 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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Transport to and from the setting were also monitored as a review of the environment both 

indoors and outdoors.  

The transformative changes may start small with recycling or planting projects, but the beginning 

is only the first step, followed by continuing, conscious, conscientious, and thoughtful 

development into new and more impactful actions. Over time, participants move from learning 

about sustainability toward identifying themselves as Planet Guardians of the earth and its people. 

 

A shared vision 

One way to support transformation into a more sustainable ECEC setting is to collaboratively 

develop a common vision for the whole ECEC setting. Having a shared vision promotes a setting-

wide commitment, deepens understanding of teaching and learning for global sustainability and 

provides guidance for implementing multiple and ongoing daily changes to achieve a sustainable 

setting. In a Swedish research and development programme, principals prioritized developing a 

common understanding of what a sustainable ECEC setting could be, and several principals led the 

work of developing a common vision together with all staff and children (Pramling Samuelsson et 

al., 2026).  

The first years in the programme were characterized by creating an organisation for a 

transformative transition to a sustainable setting, both in the short and long term. The principals 

reported about structuring different forms of networks and meetings, where both content, 

routines, and organisation could be discussed and anchored. The principals also described how 

they prioritized resources for capacity building so that the work within the programme could be 

carried out during working hours, including space for dissemination to all professional.  

 

Eight content areas 

With inspiration from the Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Elliott model, Table 1 below elaborates the 8 

content areas in the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale: 

Philosophy and values:  
Shared perspectives about the child as a rights holder with an active participatory role in 
co‑constructing sustainable futures are fundamental. 
We value children’s experiential play‑based learning for sustainability that is authentic, 
accessible and aesthetically inviting. Also, we argue for recognition of the varied perspectives 
about human‑nature relationalities and a willingness to explore the more‑than‑human as 
essential to sustainable ways of being. 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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Pedagogy:  
Alternative pedagogies, such as transformative pedagogies for creating change or inquiry or 
place‑based pedagogies for investigating local issues, are paramount.  
Alongside these, relationally informed pedagogies promote collaboration for collective change 
with children, educators and families.  
Educators also play a vital role by actively facilitating learning and intentional teaching to 
promote children's autonomy in everyday sustainable practices, as well as addressing the socio-
political dimensions of sustainability around ethical issues and values. 
 

Daily Curriculum:  
Internationally the interpretation of curriculum is varied; curriculum can be a policy steering 
document for the constructed curriculum that is contextualized for ECEC setting and their 
sustainability priorities. 
As we have previously argued, ECE is built on holistic learning and the agency and interests and 
needs of the child. The learning curriculum content is drawn from interdisciplinary knowledge 
and multi‑dimensional understandings of sustainability to enhance children’s learning. 
 

Learning environments:  
A healthy and sustainable environment, both indoors and outdoors, can be a provocation for 
learning. Educators’ choices of materials and equipment reflect sustainability values.  
In addition, local community and natural spaces can be engaging learning environments for 
authentically exploring local sustainability concerns.  
 

Resources and infrastructure:  
Beyond the curriculum, ECEC setting resources and infrastructure can offer a readily visible 
mission statement about sustainability. Sustainable building design and construction can 
promote energy and water efficiency and the modelling of best practice. Retrofitting for 
sustainable setting operation and sustainable purchasing and cleaning policies ensure a whole 
system approach to change. 
 

Capacity building:  
Capacity building is about sharing sustainability knowledge and skills along with advocacy and 
leadership skills. Everyone can be involved in ongoing learning for sustainability, and the 
learning modes may vary from formalised training to peer mentoring, action research projects 
or professional networking. 

Transformative leadership:  
Leadership for sustainability is transformative; it is about critically reflecting and working 
collectively to facilitate change.  
There can be multiple Sustainability Leaders with a shared vision for sustainable futures. 
Effective co‑ordination, democratic decision‑making and communication strategies are essential 
to promote the involvement of all stakeholders. 
 

Community partnerships:  
Working in partnership with community members can offer new avenues for exploring 
sustainability with children. A sense of belonging and shared purpose in sustainability are 
possible when wider community links are strengthened. 
 

Table 1. The 8 content areas in the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale  
(After Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2026, pp. 81–82, slightly adapted). 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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Qualitative indicators for the transformative process 

For all the eight content areas, there are different indicators outlining ways towards a sustainable 

ECEC setting. The qualitative levels reflect three crucial steps during the reorienting process 

towards sustainability. As you read across the scale indicators, the statements are on a continuum 

where each statement suggests further insight and action, with a space between for consolidation. 

The four qualitative levels are inspired by Forssten Seiser and colleagues (2023) and indicate the 

different steps in the process: Inadequate (1), Initiation (3), Implementation (5), and Sustainable 

(7).   

1. Inadequate – yet to demonstrate awareness. 

Demonstrated by the absence of sustainability in shared documents or policies, relying strictly on 

isolated individual initiatives rather than shared approaches. 

3. Initiation – starting to demonstrate awareness. 

Demonstrated by emerging awareness, active reflections, documented team discussions, mapping 

existing conditions, and collaborative discuss ions about transformative change. 

5. Implementation – demonstrate significant awareness.  

Demonstrated in everyday practices as new ideas and approaches are introduced and discussed 

across pedagogy, environments, curriculum, and organisational structures. 

7. Sustainable – demonstrate strong awareness. 

Demonstrated and supported by deep cultural integration, where shared values and collective 

responsibility are structurally embedded in the setting's vision, routines and organizational 

structures. 

As with the OMEP ESD Rating Scale, there are indicators for levels 1, 3, 5, and 7, while Levels 2, 4, 

and 6 represent an intermediate status that are used for observations that achieve all of the lower 

indicators but not all of the higher. There are rubrics for the process. 

Using the ESD Leadership Scale  

The OMEP ESD Leadership Scale is a tool to support management and leaders in ECEC in the 

transformative process of change towards leading sustainable ECEC settings. The principal leads a 

process that involves all staff, children, and families. The discussions during the process contribute 

to an awareness of the importance of transformative sustainability actions (Pramling Samuelsson 

et al., 2026). 

OMEP ESD Scales have many benefits: 

• bringing teams of early childhood principals and professionals together  

• broadening understandings of sustainable development 

• providing a common professional language for ECEC and sustainability 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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• yields a qualitative rating of each ECEC setting’s sustainability profile and areas to improve 

• minimal paperwork 

It may be used by individual principals focusing on a specific ECEC setting. It may also be 

introduced by municipal or private providers and serve as a common tool for many ECEC settings 

where principals use the Scale as a tool for discussion, reflection and planning in groups or in 

networks. 

1) Getting to know the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale 

The first step is to read and discuss the Leadership Scale and this Introduction to get an 

overview of the tool.  

2) First rating of the ECEC setting 

The principal, together with some of the staff, or a group of principals make a preliminary 

rating of their ECEC setting on all eight content areas by choosing a level between 1-7 using the 

rubric Assessment and Planning. The rubric includes space for ‘Observations of where we are 

and ‘Ideas for future action’.  

3) Interpretation and reflection  

The principal and the appointed team, group, or network meet and share the ratings. There 

are probably different opinions among the individuals about stronger (5-7) and weaker (1-2) 

areas in the ECEC setting.  

There are many questions to address, like: What areas seem most urgent to take on, and why? 

Do we need survey(s) to get a better understanding of status quo? In what areas do we need 

more knowledge? Shall we plan for in-service training? How can this be organised, and by 

whom? Do we need a vision? How to disseminate the results to all staff? Who will work with 

what? 

These discussions and reflections are important and may take some time and may be 

documented with a final joint rating and additional comments in the rubric. 

4) Developing an action plan  

The next step is to involve all staff in the discussions aiming at an action plan. How shall 

children, families, and possible partners participate? What goals, actions, and re-thinking do 

we want to see? 

5) Timetable 

Building a sustainable ECEC setting takes time. Already at this point, it may be helpful to work 

with both short- and long-term actions for a longer period, based on the priorities made in 

step 4. Where do we want to be in three years, in two years, in six months?  

6) Period for actions and projects  

This is followed by the planned actions for 6-12 months, implementing education for global 

citizenship and for sustainability in a transformative process for change with active staf, 

children and families. 

http://www.omepworld.org/
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7) Evaluation  

At the end of the project period, it is time to follow-up with the help of the OMEP ESD 

Leadership Scale. This time, the assessments will mark development and progress and will 

additionally serve as the baseline for the next coming period of actions towards a sustainable 

ECEC setting. 

 

Sharing the results  

OMEP is very interested in your experiences with the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale and what actions 

and projects you have made. Was the Scale helpful? Do you have any suggestions for improving 

the OMEP ESD Leadership Scale? Contact your OMEP representative, send in a report and/or write 

articles for our journals; International Journal of Early Childhood (IJEC) at Springer and the online 

professional journal OMEP: Theory into Practice. There is also an annual ESD project award for 

projects for sustainability with children.  
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