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Sustainability is recognised 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 OMEP ESD Leadership scale complements the 
OMEP ESD Rating Scale (2026, 3 ed.) that addresses 
educational and learning practices with children, while 
the Leadership Scale addresses the institutional 
conditions that enable those practices. 
Vision 
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. 
A WSA towards sustainability reaches beyond the 
setting to engage parents, families, neighbours, 
businesses, civic leaders – everyone. It 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. 
 

Enactment 
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. 
The theory of a whole school approach was  
introduced by Mathie and Wals (2022) and Ärlemalm-
Hagsér and Elliott (2026) advanced the WSA to eight 
petals, specifically for ECEfS. 
The qualitative levels reflect three crucial steps during 
the reorienting process towards sustainability 
described by Forssten Seiser and colleagues (2023). 
This OMEP ESD Leadership Scale is inspired by the 
model with eight content areas developed by 
Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Elliott. 
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. 

 
 

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. 
 
There are rubrics for the process. 
 
The OMEP ESD Scales are available at 
www.omepworld.org  
Contact: ESD@omepworld.org 
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1. Inadequate 3. Initiation 5. Implementation 7. Sustainable 
A. PHILOSOPHY AND VALUES 

The setting participants are yet to 
demonstrate awareness of 
sustainability, establish a shared 
philosophy and values for their 
ECEC setting vision. 

Awareness of sustainability begins to 
emerge among setting participants; they 
start to reflect on a shared philosophy 
and values and are collaboratively 
discussing and developing a common 
ECEC setting vision. 

The setting participants and families demonstrate significant 
awareness that sustainability permeates daily actions and 
decisions about appropriate actions in different situations. 
Philosophy and values about sustainability are negotiated 
and new ways of teaching and learning are actively tried out 
towards a collaboratively developed vision. 
 

A whole setting approach to sustainability is deeply 
embedded in the setting’s philosophy, values, culture, and 
everyday practices. A comprehensive, shared vision guides all 
ECEC setting roles and is sustained by collective responsibility. 
The vision is also widely communicated with families, other 
ECEC settings, schools and in the wider community. 

B. PEDAGOGY 

The setting participants are not yet 
employing pedagogies 
characterized by child-centredness 
and holistic and integrated 
approaches for sustainability. 

The setting participants conduct some 
pedagogical observations and surveys of 
children's participation in play and 
learning relevant to sustainability. 
Discussions occur about how children 
and adults can share initiatives where 
play, sustainability and children's 
agency are increasingly evident. 
 

New pedagogical approaches are introduced critically, making 
sustainability visible in everyday practices and contributing to 
setting participants wellbeing. Play, creation, and 
communication are integrated in dialogues between children, 
staff, and families focusing on child agency, action, and 
ethical decision-making. Imagination, creativity, and various 
forms of problem-solving are used to process dilemmas and 
ethical issues. 

Multiple theoretical frames inform pedagogies for sustainability 
and are embedded in the culture, routines, and structures of the 
setting. Adult-child dialogues demonstrate a highly consistent 
focus on child agency, action and ethical decision-making 
around sustainability. Diverse forms of problem-solving are used 
daily to process sustainability dilemmas and ethical issues. and 
such pedagogies strongly contribute to setting participants 
wellbeing. 

C. DAILY CURRICULUM 

Sustainability is not yet 
systematically integrated into the 
daily curriculum or shared 
pedagogical planning and any 
ECEfS implementation 

depends on individual initiatives. 

The setting participants strive to weave 
sustainability naturally into the rhythm of 
the day and planned themes.  
Participants reflect on working methods 
and collect data to discuss reorienting the 
whole setting's daily curriculum towards 
sustainability. 
 

New, and for some challenging, approaches to the daily 
curriculum are introduced based on shared decision-making 
between those involved within the organisation; a range of 
identified content linked to sustainability and resilience 
becomes visible as it is gradually demonstrated in everyday play 
and learning. 

A structurally sustainable daily curriculum, in terms of content, 
with planned themes, working methods, with daily routines, 
and organisation, is deeply embedded in the setting's culture. 
An open and critically reflective approach is applied and 
sustained by contextual values, resilience, and collective 
responsibility. 

D. LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

A sustainable approach to learning 

environments and materials 

inclusive for all, is not yet evident. 

Although some initiatives are 

undertaken, practices remain 

fragmented and depend on 

individual efforts rather than being 

part of a shared and integrated 

holistic view of ECEfS. 

Some awareness is evident regarding the 

physical and social spaces. The setting 

participants survey the indoor and 

outdoor environments to map 

unsustainable materials, routines, and 

resource waste, and discuss ideas to 

draft a transformative action plan. 

A transformative action plan for a sustainable approach to 
learning environments and materials is developed and 
discussed. New approaches are introduced, making 
sustainability visible in everyday practices. The setting 
participants are implementing frequent changes in the indoor 
and outdoor environments to support play, learning, and 
resilience for sustainability and in the social environment to 
support a welcoming atmosphere and a caring approach. 

A sustainable approach to learning environments and materials 
makes it easy for all participants to ‘do the right thing’. A multi-
dimensional approach is actively applied, engaging 
comprehensively with all dimensions of sustainability—including 
social-cultural, economic, environmental and political aspects. 
Children, staff, and families are empowered through self-initiated 
agency to create transformative and resilient changes for 
sustainability in collaboration with other ECEC settings, schools 
and in the wider community. 
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1. Inadequate 3. Initiation 5. Implementation 7. Sustainable  
E. RESOURCES AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

There is not yet a common and 
sustainable approach to 
organisational resourcing and 
infrastructure in the setting, and 
staff work in fragmented ways 
with no or few links to 
sustainability. 

A project is started to create a 
sustainable approach to resourcing and 
infrastructure across resource 
procurement, sustainable buildings and 
staffing allocation, including saving 
water and electricity and eco-friendly 
food and cleaning. 
 

New approaches and perspectives are introduced in 
organisational structures; sustainability becomes 
visible in everyday practices as the guiding principle 
for allocating time, personnel, resources and 
materials, including setting up facilities for shared use 
within and between ECEC settings and swap-and-
share possibilities for families. 

The setting is widely identified by participants, and others, for a 
sustainable approach to organisational resourcing and infrastructure. A 
functional resource allocation structure is deeply embedded in the 
setting, for example, ongoing investment in sustainable resources and 
infrastructure, shared resource use, active participation in networks for 
learning and dissemination about sustainable resourcing and practices. 

F. CAPACITY BUILDING 
The setting participants are not 
yet demonstrating awareness or 
conceptual understandings of 
sustainability, and the daily 
curriculum and pedagogy is not 
yet informed by sustainability. 

A survey of the setting participants 
skills, interests and motivations around 
sustainability is followed by developing 
an action plan for all. 
The plan identifies links between people 
and places for collective learning about 
EfS and transformative working methods 
for a sustainable setting. 
 

An action plan for change is implemented by all setting 
participants and stakeholders for capacity building and 
resilience. Initiatives are established based on a 
willingness to learn from the views and experiences of 
others. This creates active opportunities for reflection 
and planning and invites setting participants to take 
different starting points in their transformative work. 

Continuous capacity building is deeply embedded in the culture and 
routines of the setting. Setting participants not only have regular 
possibilities for in-service training about ECEfS, but everyone is 
actively involved in ongoing learning through peer mentoring, action 
research, and professional networking about ECEfS. 

G. TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP 

The setting participants function 
in disparate ways, where a 
cohesive organisation and 
management prioritising 
transformative leadership for 
sustainability is not yet 
established. 

Management awareness begins to 
emerge; the leader, teachers, and other 
participants reflect on management 
practices and initiate collaborative work 
to develop a shared vision for their path 
towards a sustainable setting, 
demonstrating roles and tasks for 
sustainability. 

New, and for some challenging, transformative 
leadership approaches are introduced; a joint effort 
to strengthen all participants' knowledge of and 
commitment to sustainability and resilience is visible 
in everyday practices. There are high expectations for 
the setting to demonstrate an integrated holistic 
view of ECEfS. 

Transformative and distributed leadership is deeply embedded in the 
culture, routines, and structures of the setting. Continuous 
organisational development, high expectations, and joint efforts are 
sustained by shared values and collective responsibility, empowering 
all setting participants, children, and families as active agents of 
change that inspire others. 

H. COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP 
Community collaboration is not 
yet evident; activities are mainly 
conducted within the boundaries 
of the ECEC setting. Excursions to 
nature, culture, and society are 
uncommon, and there is no 
engagement with external 
sustainability networks or award 
programs. 

Some awareness of local resources is 
evident, and participants, children, and 
families survey resources outside the 
setting for supporting ECEfS. Study visits 
and invitations are planned with 
possible partners across various 
dimensions of sustainability, and 
external award or certification programs 
are explored to guide future efforts. 

New collaborative approaches to support sustainability 
are introduced and the setting participants initiate 
collaboration with other ECEC settings, schools, and 
local community resources, such as libraries, 
playgrounds, nature reserves, cultural treasures, 
companies, and shops. Families are invited to 
participate, and the setting actively engages with 
sustainability networks or award programs. 

Community partnerships are deeply embedded in the setting 
routines and structures. The setting is an active, multi-dimensional 
participant in the local community and looks more broadly, both 
nationally, and globally, collaborating with families in initiatives like 
garbage pick-up days, open houses, and second-hand markets. 
Sustainability awards reflect this embedded collective responsibility. 
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