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I. INTRODUCTION 

Through dealing intensively with the current educational debate, literature and the media, I 

became aware of the fact that education for sustainable development is highly topical in 

Germany. Although education for sustainable development is not directly named in Berlin‟s 

curriculum for primary schools, it is a part of the recommendations of several experts in the 

field of education in Germany (Trempler et al. 2012; de Haan 2006) as well as of ministers 

and senators working in the field of education (KMK 2007). The following quote from Kofi 

Annan, a former secretary-general of the United-Nations, can be seen as the red thread that 

will run through the present thesis: 

Our biggest challenge in this new century is to take an idea that seems abstract 

– sustainable development – and turn it into a reality for all the world‟s 

people. (Annan 2005 cited by UNESCO 2005, p.9) 

The concept of sustainable development is very abstract to many people. From my 

experiences, it seems that some teachers do not understand where the educational task of 

education for sustainable development comes from and see it as another burden and extra 

content that has to be included into their teaching. Current publications and discussions within 

the field clearly show that education for sustainable development cannot be seen as a topic 

which can be taught in a specific subject (Sandell et al. 2005, p.62; UK National Commission 

for UNESCO). For me as a future primary school teacher the question remains: how can an 

„honest‟
1
 education for sustainable development be implemented into primary school 

teaching?  

Ecological consciousness is one part of education for sustainable development. With 

reference to Anders Szczepanski (2002), there is an importance of students‟ direct contact 

with nature in order to develop ecological consciousness (p.19). Though, in urban 

surroundings the possibilities for children to be in direct contact with nature are limited. For 

different reasons (organization, time, aspects of safety etc.), in the reality of everyday school 

life nature experiences, i.e. during field trips to forests or gardens, are rare.  

Liefländer and her colleagues (2012) claim that “environmental education that is conducted in 

a school setting, for example at a school yard, will not have the same positive outcome as a 

programme which allows the pupil to encounter natural environment, like untouched streams, 

forests or grassland” (p.12). However, a study conducted by Wells and Lekies (2006) which 

                                                 
1
 „Honest„ refers to a general attitude towards sustainability and the understanding that education for sustainable  

    development cannot be taught in one subject or in a week-project, for instance. 
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had the aim to analyse the “connections between childhood involvement with the natural 

environment and adult environmentalism” (p.1) showed that not only activities in nature, such 

as camping, but also “participation with „domesticated‟ nature during the childhood” (p.13), 

such as taking care of plants and harvesting “is […] positively associated with environmental 

attitudes” (ibid.). 

Schoolyards can serve as extensions of the actual classrooms that offer possibilities to work 

and learn outdoors, to be in direct contact with plants, vegetables and the earth (Rickinson et. 

al 2004, p.15). Therefore, schoolyards have the potential to serve as resources to initiate 

education for sustainable development. However, from my own experiences I know that 

working outside the actual school building during the lessons is not widely spread. The 

reasons for that might vary but can probably be traced back to the fact that many schoolyards 

do not offer a wide range of inspiring and „inviting‟ opportunities for students. In this sense, 

the study has the aim to bring the abstract idea of education for sustainable development and 

the process of schoolyard development together. I attempt to show how, through the 

development of a schoolyard, the direct outdoor surrounding of an urban school can be used 

as an extended classroom and at the same time offer various possibilities for students‟ direct 

contact with nature. Accordingly, the research question is:  

In what ways does the development of Berlin‟s schoolyards offer possibilities for education 

for sustainable development and what challenges have to be taken into consideration?  

To approach to this question, the following sub-questions will be examined: 

 What are the main ideas and educational goals of education for sustainable 

development? 

 

 In what ways can schoolyards be developed? 

 

 What is the role of outdoor education within education for sustainable development as 

well as within schoolyard development? 

 

 In what ways is it possible to bring the presented concepts together? 
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Structure of the thesis 

In the second part of this thesis, first it will be described how the research question was 

approached. Following, the research strategy, the applied methods as well as the aspect of 

trustworthiness will be addressed. The third part of the thesis consists of an extended literature 

review of education for sustainable development (III 1), including the background, 

sustainability, sustainable development and its dimensions. Further, the role of education 

within the debate on sustainable development, education for sustainable development and the 

role of outdoor education will be described. The second chapter of the extended literature 

review deals with the issue of schoolyard development (III 2). Thereby, the „traditional‟ 

characteristics of schoolyards will be outlined and ways to develop schoolyards described. In 

order to provide some practical examples, two initiatives that are connected with schoolyard 

development will be mentioned in chapter III 2.3. Following, challenges that are related to 

schoolyard development will be pointed out. Based on the extended literature review and the 

identified themes, the fourth part aims to bring the two concepts together (IV). It will be 

discussed in what ways the development of a schoolyard offers possibilities for education for 

sustainable development. In addition, the basic framework conditions for realising schoolyard 

development in the light of education for sustainable development will be pointed out (IV 6). 

The conclusion of the thesis (V) sums up the main findings of the research and gives a 

resulting outlook. 
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II. METHODOLOGY 

This part presents the methodology of the present research. The first chapter concentrates on 

the starting point of the thesis and the first steps that were taken. Following, the applied 

research strategy as well as the research methods will be described. In the last part the aspect 

of trustworthiness will be considered. 

1. Approaching the research question 

The starting point for the literature research were books, such as David Sobel‟s book “Place-

based education” (2005), an essay by Pamela Michael with the title “Helping Children Fall in 

Love with the Earth: Environmental Education and the Arts” (2005) as well as an essay by 

Michael Ableman with the title “Raising Whole Children Is Like Raising Good Food: Beyond 

Factory Farming and Factory Schooling” (2005). Based on these publications the research 

question was developed and further literature was searched.  

A further step in order to find relevant literature was the search in the Education Resources 

Information Center (ERIC). ERIC is an “online digital library of education research and 

information” (ERIC Program) which facilitates the search of e.g. journal articles. The 

references in the journal articles offered further information about sources that might be 

useful. Similar to ERIC is the German “Fachportal Pädagogik” (DIPF), also called FIS 

Bildung. This online digital library includes multiple pedagogic databases and, thus, helps to 

find various kinds of pedagogic literature, such as books and journal articles. By searching in 

FIS Bildung, relevant literature that is based on the German context could be found and 

provided further references.  

2. Research strategy and research methods 

In the process of this research I am going to “develop some theoretical insights” (Silverman 

2005, p.302) by providing a comprehensive overview and interpretation of relevant literature. 

Data will be reduced and displayed within certain themes and conclusions will be drawn and 

verified on the descriptive level. This method gives the opportunity to deepen the 

understanding of the complex phenomena of education for sustainable development as well as 

the development of schoolyards. The research strategy of the present study is based on a 

qualitative approach.  

Mason (2002) suggests that “all qualitative research should be constructed around an 

intellectual puzzle” (p.18) that can occur in various forms, depending on the research 
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problem. It aims to explain the puzzle or argument by constructing “a perspective, an 

interpretation, or a line of reasoning or analysis and, significantly, it requires this to be a 

relational process” (ibid., p.173). The research design of the present thesis is closely 

connected to what Mason describes as a “causal puzzle” (ibid., p.18). Accordingly, this 

research aims to show what influence the development of a schoolyard can have on education 

for sustainable development or how these two concepts can complement each other. In 

addition, this can lead to a “predictive puzzle” that seeks to answer the question of what is 

likely to be the outcome if the two concepts are connected? (ibid.).  

2.1 Data collection 

The thesis is divided in the three main parts „education for sustainable development‟, 

„schoolyard development‟ and „discussion‟. The first two parts are based on an extended 

literature review whereby the purpose of the first part is to provide a comprehensive overview 

of education for sustainable development. The second part addresses the development of 

schoolyards, including the challenges that have to be taken into consideration. The relevant 

material that will be collected, studied and described includes peer-reviewed articles, books, 

Berlin‟s curriculum for primary schools as well as internet based material. By connecting the 

theoretical literature with the specific context of Berlin, the complex issues of education for 

sustainable development and schoolyard development will be applied to an individual case. 

This will support the understanding of the subject and, at the same time, it will display the 

relevance of the research. According to this specific context of the study, it is important to 

mention that the collected material provide different kinds of information. Accordingly, texts 

from authorities, for instance, convey information about the existing situation in Berlin, while 

previous researches will help to understand the possibilities of reforming the current situation. 

As this is a theoretical thesis there will be no interaction with real-life, which can be seen as a 

weakness of this approach. 

2.2 Method of analysis 

In order to approach the research question, in the fourth part a thematic analysis will be 

applied. Following Braun and Clarke (2008), the method of thematic analysis helps the 

researcher to identify, analyze and report patterns within the extended literature review of 

education for sustainable development as well as schoolyard development that serve as the 

data corpus of the thesis (p.79). Based on this data corpus, in the fourth part, a data set will be 

identified. According to the method of thematic analysis, themes “which capture[-] something 
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important about the data in relation to the research question, and represent[-] some level of 

patterned response or meaning within the data set” (ibid., p.82) will be identified. Within this 

research the constructionist approach of thematic analysis will be applied.  

3. Trustworthiness  

Whereas Mason states that also for qualitative research it can be useful to address the 

concepts of validity, generalizability as well as reliability (Mason 2002, p.38f.), Guba and 

Lincoln (1994) suggest alternative criteria - trustworthiness and authenticity - in order to 

evaluate the quality of a research. Trustworthiness can be subdivided into “credibility, […], 

transferability, […], dependability […], and conformability” (p.114). Issues connected to 

authenticity are “fairness, ontological authenticity […], educative authenticity […], catalytic 

authenticity […], as well as tactical authenticity” (ibid.).  

The research methods, such as an extended literature review and thematic analysis, are clearly 

stated and the procedure of the study is described. Further, a broad range of resources is taken 

into consideration. These aspects increase the credibility of the present research. One aspect 

through which transferability can be provided is that the analysis of the literature will be 

presented in themes. This might help other researchers to transfer the outcomes of the study to 

other contexts. The criterion of dependability is similar to the concept of reliability. Mason 

states that “reliability involves the accuracy of [the] research methods and techniques” 

(Mason 2002, p.39). In the present thesis, dependability will mainly be achieved through 

literature that has been selected on the basis of the following selection criteria: 

 qualitative and quantitative research on education for sustainable development, 

outdoor education and schoolyard development 

 time frame – mainly books and journal articles that were published after 2000 

 peer-reviewed articles 

 sources from the international, national (German) and regional (Berlin) context 

 material that was published in English or German 

The criterion of confirmability will be ensured by excluding “personal values or theoretical 

inclinations” (Bryman 2012, p.392) that may conduct “the research and the findings deriving 

from it” (ibid.). As the present study is based on literature and does not contain an interaction 

with real life, the criteria of fairness, ontological authenticity, catalytic and tactical 

authenticity will only partly be relevant.      
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III. EXTENDED LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Education for sustainable development  

As it was already mentioned in the introduction, the concepts of sustainability and sustainable 

development are rather abstract. The thinking and justification that underlies these concepts 

did not appear from one day to the other. In order to provide a comprehensive picture of 

education for sustainable development it is important to give an overview of the development 

before the educational task within sustainable development can be described. This chapter 

will first focus on the development and the current understanding of sustainability. Following, 

the importance of education for promoting sustainable development and the concept itself will 

be described whereby connections to Berlin‟s curriculum for primary schools will be 

established. The last part of this chapter concentrates on the role of outdoor education within 

the context of education for sustainable development. 

1.1 Background  

Since the 1960s there is an intense debate about how a balance between the „rich‟ countries of 

the northern hemisphere and the „poorer‟ countries of the south can be achieved as well as 

how oppression and exploitation can be reduced. Accordingly, the aim of educational 

initiatives that followed this debate was to develop a just world. These discussions were often 

accompanied by blaming the major industrialized nations and causing bad conscience among 

the citizens of these countries whose wealth was considered as being based at the expense of 

the poorer people (de Haan 2006, p.4).  

Around 1970 national and international attention was paid on the shortage of natural 

resources, the extinction of species and environmental poisoning (de Haan 2006, p.4). The 

Minamata disease which was “caused by eating fish and shellfish contaminated by chemicals 

in the industrial waste discharged wastewater” (MDMM, 2001) created ten thousands of 

victims in the years between 1950 until 1970. Another memorable catastrophe is the 

explosion at the nuclear power station in Chernobyl in 1986 which caused a “radioactive 

contamination” (UNSCEAR) in a huge area surrounding the reactor, “many severe radiation 

effects” (ibid.) as well as an increase amount of cancer patients (ibid.). Altogether one was 

speaking of an „ecological crisis‟ and that the survival of humankind is in danger. At the same 

time these environmental catastrophes can be seen as the driving force of environmental 

education in Germany and in other countries which was characterized by a protection of 

nature (de Haan 2006, p.4; Sandell et al. 2005, p.9). 
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The United-Nations Conference on the Environment in Stockholm in 1972 had an important 

impact on the fact that people paid more attention on existing connections between 

environmental and developmental matters. Other important events during the same year were 

the formation of the environmental group Greenpeace as well as the publication of the report 

„The Limits of Growth‟ by the Club of Rome
2
 (Sandell et al. 2005, p.49). According to 

Sandell at al. (2005), the phrase “think globally act locally” (p.49) which has its roots in this 

time, has an important role even today. 

In 1983 the United-Nations founded the „World Commission on Environment and 

Development‟ (WCED). Four years later this independent expert commission published their 

report Our Common Future
3
 which is one of the first documents where the term 

„sustainability‟ appeared (Sandell et al. 2005, p.192). In the report it is stated that “Humanity 

has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

(WCED 1987, p.15). Another political event that had a huge impact on the discussion of 

sustainable development was the UN-Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992. The final document of the UN-conference is the Agenda 21 which was signed 

by 179 states and is the basis for education for sustainable development (Sandell et al. 2005, 

p.49). Ten years later the United-Nations General Assembly proclaimed the UN Decade of 

Education  for sustainable development, 2005- 2014 which is based on the Agenda 21 

(UNESCO 2007, p.5). 

With the vision of sustainable development the two subjects of protection of the environment 

and a just global development were brought together. Within the field of education a 

reorientation of environmental education and developmental education was necessary,  

moving away from „threat‟ and „suffering‟ scenarios towards a „modernization‟ scenario (de 

Haan 2006, p.5; Wickenberg 2004, p.119ff.). The following chapter will clarify the concept of 

sustainability by looking at the underlying principles as well as the dimensions that are part of 

the current national and international debate. 

                                                 
2
 “The Club of Rome was founded in 1968 as an informal association of independent leading personalities from   

     politics, business and science, men and women who are long-term thinkers interested in contributing in a  

     systemic interdisciplinary and holistic manner to a better world. The Club of Rome members share a common  

     concern for the future of humanity and the planet.” (ICCR) 
3
 also referred to as „Brundtland Report‟, named after the commission‟s chairman Gro Harlem Brundtland 
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1.2 Sustainability, sustainable development and its dimensions 

In his book The Hidden Connections, Fritjof Capra (2004) reminds the reader that the nature 

of life is based on networks which are based on mutual relationships of their components and 

which are characteristic to all life on earth. He summarizes that “animals depend on the 

photosynthesis of plants for their energy needs; plants depend on the carbon dioxide produced 

by animals, as well as on the nitrogen fixed by the bacteria at their roots; and together plants, 

animals and microorganisms regulate the entire biosphere and maintain the conditions 

conductive to life” (p.5f.). With reference to the environmental analyst Lester Brown, Capra 

states that similar to the nature of life, also social and environmental issues stand in a mutual 

relationship with each other. Capra says that as a consequence “poverty, scarcity of resources, 

and expanding populations combine to create vicious cycles of degradation and break-down 

in both ecosystems and local communities” (ibid.). Thus, not only social and environmental 

systems but also economic structures are connected with each other. In conclusion, it is 

fundamental to understand that “sustainability – in ecosystems as well as in human society – 

is not an individual property but a property of an entire web of relationships: it involves a 

whole community” (ibid., p.215). This insight as well as Capra‟s comparison with the nature 

of life will be taken up in the process of this paper. 

As explained by the UNESCO
4
 the difference between sustainable development and 

sustainability is that the latter is often seen as a “long-term goal” whereas sustainable 

development “refers to the many processes and pathways to achieve it” (UNESCO 2012, p.5). 

The following quote which is taken from the UK National Commission for UNESCO 

describes the key aspects of sustainable development: 

Through sustainable development we meet the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. This 

vision of development embraces environmental concerns as well as issues such 

as the fight against poverty, gender equality, human rights, cultural diversity, 

and education for all. (UK National Commission for UNESCO) 

This definition as well as international literature shows that sustainable development consists 

of ecologic, economic and social aspects that are intertwined with each other (UNESCO 2012,  

                                                 
4
 UNESCO – United-Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
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p.5; Sandell et al. 2005, p.193; de Haan 2006, p.4).
5
 Becker‟s (2001) model of the concept of 

sustainable development is based on these aspects. The five-dimensional star (Fig. 1) serves 

as a model of an ideal-typical and balanced consideration of the five dimensions: ecology, 

economy, participation, justice, and education. The double sided arrows symbolize the 

systemic mutual connection of the five dimensions (ibid., p.189). In order to give an idea of 

the dimensions, each of them will be shortly described in the following paragraphs.  

 

                        

                  Fig. 1: Five-dimensional star of sustainable development (Becker 2001, p.190) 

 

Ecology 

The word ecology has its roots in the Greek words „oikos‟, meaning „house‟ and „logos‟, 

meaning „a study of‟. Referring to Sandell et al. (2005), in the present context the word 

„house‟ might represent the entirety that includes in all living things, leading to one definition 

                                                 
5
 I am aware of the fact that a categorisation of sustainability and education for sustainability contradicts the   

  underlying idea of the concept (Schumacher 2010, p.17). Contrary to this fact, the concept will be presented by   

  describing different dimensions in order to provide a structure. 
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of ecology as “a study of the relationships of organisms to one another and to their physical 

surroundings” (p.80). Accorging to Becker (2001) one integral part of the ecology dimension 

is the protection of the natural and environmental ecosphere (p.189). This includes 

biodiversity which, according to UNESCO, covers “all levels of organization [including] 

genes, species, ecosystems and landscapes” (UNESCO). Biodiversity is “seen in all forms of 

life, habitats and ecosystems" (ibid.). Other components of ecology are the compatibility and 

carrying capacity of the environment as well as the conservation of resources. 

Economy 

The overall idea within the economic dimension of sustainable development is a stable 

economic development. Further, it includes the avoidence of risk technologies as well as the 

strengthening of local economic structures (Becker 2001, p.189). Fritjof Capra (2004) 

mentions additional aspects that are part of the economic dimension of sustainable 

development. In addition to his explanations of the web of life, the author speaks about 

ecodesign which is “a process in which our human purposes are carefully meshed with the 

larger patterns and the flows of the natural world” (p.233). One key principle of this concept 

is that “waste equals food” (ibid., p.234). Similar to nature‟s ecosystems, this insight would 

lead to cyclical industrial systems rather than linear ones that define today‟s economy.   

Justice 

Within scientific literature in the field of sustainability as well as documents published by the 

United-Nations, it is mainly referred to as social justice. The leading thought of the justice 

dimension is an equal „distribution„ of life chances. This refers to different sociocultural 

groups as well as people of various generations in places all over the world (Becker 2001, 

p.190). According to the Agenda 21 this includes, for instance, equal health care for all 

children as well as equal opportunities between men and women when it comes to 

participation (United-Nations 1992, p.272 and p.301).  

Participation 

Within the Agenda 21 the importance of participation in political decision-making processes 

is highlighted. This includes not only the full participation of all groups as, for instance, 

various organisations and young people but also the active inclusion and support of people 

(United-Nations 1992, p.320f.). Further, the promotion of participation is placed in the 

context of democratic forms of government (Becker 2001, p.156f.). Sandell et al. (2004) 
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highlight that within democratic societies there is a need for an ongoing discussion in order to 

include as many differing values and interests as possible (p.194).  

Education  

The dimension of education refers not only to a general and comprehensive education but also 

to vocational education and non-formal education  (Becker 2001, p.190; UNESCO 2007, p.5). 

Within documents of the UNESCO (2005) quality education is described as an important 

component in order to promote education for sustainable development. Among other aspects, 

this approach takes the individual learner and his/ her previous knowledge into account, 

includes relevant content, applies various learning methods, and improves the learning 

environment (p.2ff.). 

It becomes obvious that education for sustainable development includes more than “teaching 

knowledge and principles related to sustainability” (UNESCO 2012, p.33). Rather it “is 

education for social transformation with the goal of creating more sustainable societies (ibid.). 

1.3 Role of education for promoting sustainable development  

As mentioned before, the Agenda 21 is the final document of the UN-conference on 

Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 (Sandell et al. 2005, p.49). Within 

this document the role of education is mentioned in many chapters and highlighted as an 

essential element in developing a sustainable future. As stated in a recent document of the 

UNESCO (2012) “it is through education  that the next generation of citizens, voters, workers, 

professionals and leaders are prepared for life-long learning” (p.7). Special emphasis of 

education is expressed in chapter 36 of the Agenda 21. The following quotes are extracts of 

this chapter: 

Education is critical for promoting sustainable development and improving the 

capacity of the people to address environment and development issues. While 

basic education provides the underpinning for any environmental and 

development education, the latter needs to be incorporated as an essential part 

of learning. (United-Nations 1992, 36.3) 

This quote shows that education can lay the foundation for sustainable behaviour later on in 

life. At the same time the comprehensive character of education for sustainable development 

is highlighted, meaning that especially developmental issues cannot be covered by one 

subject. Rather, they need to be an underlying principle of all learning in school. 
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Both formal and non-formal education are indispensable to changing people's 

attitudes so that they have the capacity to assess and address their sustainable 

development concerns. It is also critical for achieving environmental and ethical 

awareness, values and attitudes, skills and behaviour consistent with sustainable 

development and for effective public participation in decision-making. (ibid.) 

This extract addresses an education that promotes students‟ awareness concerning ecological 

and developmental issues, including behaviour of protecting of the ecosphere. At the same 

time it touches upon the fact that students are prepared to be active members of the society 

who participate in democratic decisions. 

Capra (2004) states that the starting point for developing sustainability is that members of a 

community, within all levels, become “ecologically literate” or develop “ecoliteracy (p.230). 

The concept of ecoliteracy can be defined as the “ability to understand the basic principles of 

ecology and to live accordingly” (ibid., p.231f.). This includes the insights that were 

mentioned in chapter 1.2 of this paper, as, for instance, the understanding that a sustainable 

web of life has developed in ecosystems as well as that nature‟s ecosystems can serve as a 

model for sustainable human communities (ibid.). Similar to Capra, Sandell et al. (2005) 

come to the conclusion that “ecological knowledge of how „natural systems‟ function and 

how humankind influences these „systems‟ are necessary aspects of the basis for the various 

decisions on continued social development” (p.91). Consequently, there is a need for an 

education that “puts the understanding of life at its very center; an experience of learning in 

the real world […] that overcomes our alienation from nature and rekindles sense of place” 

(Capra 2004, p.232). 

According to the UNESCO (2012), five core principles have to be considered in all 

educational programmes in order to address sustainability. These are “learning to know, 

learning to do, learning to live together, learning to be, and learning to transform oneself and 

society” (p.35). In the same document it is stated that “education is one of several 

mechanisms available to governments and communities to bring about social transformation 

and thus create more stable, equitable and resilient societies” (p.37) and can thus be seen as 

the starting point for change.  

Based on the background, the underlying principles as well as the highlighted importance of 

education within the process of sustainable development, the following chapter seeks to 

elaborate on education for sustainable development.  
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1.4 Education for sustainable development 

This chapter aims to summarize the main aspects of education for sustainable development (in 

German „Bildung für nachhaltige Entwicklung‟) – the term that is used to describe an 

education which promotes sustainable development. Following Becker‟s five-dimensional star 

of sustainable development (cf. chapter III 1.2 of this paper), it will be pointed out how the 

dimensions ecology, economy, justice and participation can be addressed through and within 

primary school education. Further, examples that show what and how aspects of education for 

sustainable development are represented in Berlin‟s curriculum for the subject 

Sachunterricht
6
 will be included. Thereby, no specific coding scheme will be applied. Rather, 

the idea is to point out some connections that could serve as a starting point for education for 

sustainable development in Berlin‟s primary schools. 

Wickenberg and his colleagues raise an interesting point when they say that “„Education for 

sustainable development‟ is a clearly value-based standpoint for the scientist” (Wickenberg et 

al. 2004, p.15), meaning that the general idea of being „for‟ something is not scientific. 

According to the authors it has to be clarified what the concept implies. Although the term 

might be questionable, taking international scientific literature into consideration, it is shown 

that education for sustainable development is a pedagogical plan of action which has the aim 

to drive a sustainable change at the interface between ecology, economy and social aspects. 

At the same time the concept touches on other areas such as health education and opening of 

schools (Sandell et al. 2005, p.59f.). The UNESCO points out that: 

Education is the means through which sustainable development can be achieved. 

It enables people to develop the knowledge, values and skills to participate in 

decisions about the way we do things, individually and collectively, locally and 

globally, that will improve the quality of life now without damaging the planet of 

the future. Education for sustainable development (ESD) is not a separate 

subject – it is a holistic educational approach. (UK National Commission for 

UNESCO) 

This quote, once again, highlights the important role of education in order to initiate 

sustainable development. The individual learns that his/ her own action has consequences, not 

only for oneself and his/ her environment but also for other people. There is an urgent need 

                                                 
6
 Besides, mathematics and german, Sachunterricht is one of the three main subjects of the first years in primary   

  school. It sets the basis for learning successfully in the following subjects from the fifth year on, which are  

  history, geography and natural sciences (SBJSB 2004, p.17). Sachunterricht progressively enables the students   

  in year 1 till 4 to interact with their environment, to orient therein and to actively participate in its change.   

  They get to know parts of the social and cultural, technological and natural environment and learn to perceive,  

  understand,  interpret, value and act independently (ibid.). 



18 
 

for this kind of thinking in order to initiate change as well as to address issues such as 

exploitation of nature (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (c)). As stated by the UNESCO 

(2007), education for sustainable development “is based on the principles and values that 

underlie sustainable development” (p.6) which have been described in chapter III 1.2 of this 

paper. One main insight is that education for sustainable development is a holistic approach to 

learning (UK National Commission for UNESCO). For primary school education this implies 

that learning needs to take place interdisciplinary rather than sorted into subjects (Sandell et 

al., p.199). This aspect can partly be identified in Berlin‟s curriculum as the following extract 

shows: 

Interdisciplinary connections are pointed out [in the curriculum]. At the same 

time, project-oriented working methods that facilitate interdisciplinary learning 

are developed. Selected relation to the thematic fields and to other subjects are 

shown in the curriculum. (SBJSB 2004, p.13) 

The holistic characteristic of education for sustainable development also includes that lesson 

contents should “address topics which will give insight into the global, regional and local 

aspects of sustainable development” (Sandell et al. 2005, p.192) as well as “problems which 

are relevant to the students‟ lives and the society in which they live” (ibid., p.198). Further, 

every discipline has the potential to contribute to education for sustainable development and 

therefore “sustainable development is to be integrated into existing subjects and the 

relationship between the natural sciences and social sciences needs to be strengthened” 

(Sandell et al. 2005, p.192).  

Within the German debate on education for sustainable development the term 

Gestaltungskompetenz („shaping competence‟) appears and describes the ability to apply 

knowledge about sustainable development and to recognize problems resulting from non-

sustainable development (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (a), de Haan 2006, p.5). 

Based on the analysis of current situations and future studies, conclusions concerning 

interdependent ecological, economic and social developments are drawn. From this point, 

decisions are made, understood as well as individually, collectively and politically put into 

practice (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (a)). Gestaltungskompetenz includes, for 

instance, foresighted thinking, interdisciplinary knowledge, autonomous action as well as 

participation in social decision-making processes (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (c)). 

Taking the dimensions of sustainable development (III 1.2 of the present thesis) into account, 
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the following paragraphs aim to show how the dimensions of ecology, economy, justice, and 

participation are addressed within education for sustainable development. 

Ecology 

As mentioned in a previous chapter, one integral part of the ecology dimension is the 

protection of the natural and environmental ecosphere. Consequently, education aims to 

promote students‟ awareness concerning ecological behaviour of protecting the ecosphere. 

Within scientific literature, various authors emphasize the importance of students‟ direct 

contact with nature and the real world in order to develop ecological consciousness 

(Szczepanski 2002, p.19; Capra 2004, p.232). Further, the concept of ecoliteracy can be seen 

as an important part of education for sustainable development. The German UNESCO 

commission states that the diverse problems, their causes and links need to be anchored in 

peoples‟ consciousness (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (b)). Although it is not 

directly named in Berlin‟s curriculum many aspects of ecology dimension of sustainable 

development are included in the curriculum of the subject Sachunterricht. Within the 

description of contents of the subject it is written that: 

Direct contact with living and non-living nature allows the students to expand 

their experiences and knowledge. Further, it promotes the development and 

strengthening of a positive emotional commitment to nature. Both aspects 

contribute to the fact that the students develop a respectful and responsible 

dealing with nature and natural resources. (SBJSB 2004, p.28) 

This quote clearly shows that the development of environmental consciousness as a starting 

point for developing ecological literacy is stated in the curriculum. In addition, acting 

ecologically respectful and responsible is mentioned as an educational aim. The following 

quote goes a step further and highlights students‟ active role in protecting the ecosphere: 

The lessons within this field sharpens the students‟ awareness of nature‟s 

endangering, encourages students to be become active in protecting nature and 

supports them with the realization of their plans. (ibid., p.28) 

Similar to the curriculum, Kollmuss and Agyman (2010) claim that environmental 

consciousness is one component that, together with internal factors (e.g. personal values) and 

external factors (e.g. cultural factors), leads to pro-environmental behaviour (p.256f.). Some 

more concrete examples from the curriculum that are related to ecology are presented in the 

following: The students 
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• take responsibility of plants (indoor plants, school yard, plants on the schoolyard) 

(SBJSB 2004, p.32),  

• recognize reasons that cause the endangering of plants and reflect on actions to protect 

them (humans intervention in nature, e.g. soil contamination, traffic, fertilization of 

plants) (ibid., p.40),  

• investigate and document the living conditions of plants and animals and their mutual 

dependence in a biotope (importance of a biotope for reproduction, protection and 

nutrition of the living beings) (ibid.) 

• deal with the endangering of a biotope (humans intervention in biotopes, e.g. river 

straightening) (ibid.) 

• describe, document and evaluate species-appropriate keeping of farm animals (living 

conditions of farm animals, e.g. free-range husbandry) (ibid., p.39) 

Economy 

A stable economic development, the avoidence of risk technologies and the strengthening of 

local economic structures were mentioned as key aspects of the economy dimension of 

sustainable development. Within the curriculum only a few direct connections with economy, 

as the following, can be recongized: 

The students are able to act ecologically responsible, become accessible to 

scientific connections and to solve problems according to their age. They 

experience technology as an enrichment and are able to partly reflect on 

technology‟s negative consequences as well. (SBJSB 2004, p.18) 

This extract reflects one important characteristic of education for sustainable development 

which is that it includes the three main spheres environment, society, and economy (UNESCO 

2012, p.34). Some other more concrete content examples are listed below: 

• the students analyse needs of consumption and factors that have influence consumer 

behaviour (SBJSB 2004, p.19) 

• the students name examples for the globalized production and describe the consequences 

(ecological and economic aspects) (ibid., p.19) 

Justice 

Social justice is an underlying principle of education for sustainable development which has 

to be experienced and lived in everyday school life. The first sentence of the curriculum 

clearly highlights this as an underlying principle of primary school education in Berlin: 

The education al mandate of the primary school refers to pupils from all groups 

and social classes regardless of their background, their gender, their 

nationality, their religion or their economic conditions. (SBJSB 2004, p.7) 
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Within the curriculum social justice is not only seen as a fundamental attitude but also 

as including competences that have to be learned by the students in order to act socially 

just. The following quote is connected to this aspect: 

The students learn to respect „otherness‟ and to peacefully solve conflicts that 

can arise as an expression of different ethnic, cultural and religious views. 

Thereby they experience the significance of a peaceful and equal coexistence. 

(ibid., p.27) 

According to Sandell et al. (2005), democracy plays an important role in education for 

sustainable development. Consequently, there is a need that education “reflect[s] the diversity 

of understandings and opinions which are represented in the debate on questions relating to 

sustainable development” (p.195). This means that content, for instance, is presented from 

different and not only from the majority‟s viewpoint (Sandell et al. 2005, p.198). 

Participation 

As mentioned in chapter III 1.2 of this paper, the dimension of participation implies full 

participation of all groups as well as the encouragement to participate in democratic 

processes. Consequently, the development of students‟ competences with regard to these 

objectives is one main goal of education for sustainable development. Several authors 

emphasize students‟ active role in this process, integrated in meaningful contexts and being 

based on an “education in democracy rather than about democracy” (Sandell et al. 2005, 

p.201). Traces of this objective can be found in Berlin‟s curriculum as shown below: 

In primary school the students learn democratic action through active 

participation. This means to play an active part in the lessons and school life, to 

participate and to take joint responsibility. (SBJSB 2004, p.7) 

The students are given diverse opportunities to (according to their stage of 

development) take responsibility for themselves, other people and their 

environment, to influence decision processes and to apply strategies for 

consensus building and conflict resolution. (ibid., p.27)   

Consequently, one requirement mentioned in the curriculum is that the students “participate in 

democratic decisions in class and in school (e.g. class council and school parliament)” (ibid., 

p.38). Another aspect which is part of the participation dimension is that students as well as 

teachers are responsible for choosing suitable lesson content (Sandell et al. 2005, p.194).  

If teaching in the light of sustainable development is seen as a holistic approach that aims to 

support students in the development of their personality and to enable them to actively 

participate in society, there is a need for students to be in direct contact with their surrounding 
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community. The educational concept of outdoor education can provide important ideas and 

methods in order to promote education for sustainable development. 

1.5 Role of outdoor education  

Within this chapter it will be examined what potential the concept of outdoor education can 

have for education for sustainable development. Special focus will be put on three aspects of 

outdoor education, which are experiential learning, authentic learning as well as ecological 

learning. 

Similar to many other educational concepts there is not one single definition for outdoor 

education which can cover the full scope of this educational approach. In many different 

places all over the world and at different times, various forms and understandings of outdoor 

education developed (Higgins & Nicol 2002, p.2). Depending on the particular context 

including the specific place, surrounding, and target group, some understandings focus on the 

same methods and goals and some differ significantly from each other. The common thought 

of all understandings of outdoor education is that learning within the walls of the classroom is 

extended by working outdoors or out-of-doors (ibid.).  

Lars Owe Dahlgren and Anders Szczepanski (1998) describe the main goal of outdoor 

education as “to create, by activities and experiences in the outdoor environment, knowledge 

and close relations to nature, culture, and society” (p.51). Thus, the main emphasis of this 

educational approach is on teaching and learning various subjects outside of the classroom. 

The authors believe that through the contact with the students‟ surrounding, learning can be 

increased and relationships with the close nature and community can be strengthened. The 

outdoor and environmental educator Pete Higgins from the University of Edinburgh and one 

of his colleagues visualized the “Range and Scope of Outdoor Education” (Higgins & Nicol 

2002, p.1). The illustration includes the following three dimensions: “outdoor activities”, 

“environmental education”, “personal and social development” (ibid.) which can be seen as 

spheres that are interlocked. In order to give a more profound picture of what outdoor 

education includes, the following paragraphs concentrate on some underlying concepts of 

outdoor education.  

Through experiential learning students are given the freedom to use, for instance, experiences 

as the basis for learning and to be actively responsible for the acquisition of their knowledge. 

Researchers agree on the point that within outdoor education personal first-hand experiences 
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of students in an authentic context play a key role for learning (Szczepanski 2002, p.18; 

Dahlgren & Szczepanski 1998, p.24ff.). Thinking about these kinds of projects, at the same 

time the interdisciplinary aspect and the holistic view of outdoor education becomes obvious 

(Dahlgren & Szczepanski 1998, p.39; Higgins & Nicol 2002, p.43; Sobel 2005, p.20). With 

reference to Dahlgren and Szczepanski (1998), “an experience of the whole, thematic 

integration, direct contact between student and object of study” (p.51) are key characteristics 

of outdoor education.  

At the same time experiential learning plays an important role for the development of the 

learners‟ ecological consciousness. Taking students out of the classroom and giving them the 

opportunity to have first-hand experiences with e.g. natural phenomena is one basic 

characteristic of outdoor education. Sandell et al. (2005) summarize that “ecological 

knowledge of how „natural systems‟ function and how humankind influences these „systems‟ 

are necessary aspects of the basis of various decisions on continued social development” 

(p.91). This implies that the nature experiences and the knowledge that students gain through 

these experiences will influence their future behaviour and lead to ecological consciousness. 

This thought is closely connected to the idea ecological literacy which was described in 

chapter III 1.3 of this paper. Looking back at the fundamental tasks that were mentioned in 

the very beginning of this chapter, the important impact of ecological learning as a part 

outdoor education becomes obvious. 

Sandell et al. (2005) point out that when it comes to the choice of content it is important that 

there are problems included “which are relevant to the students‟ lives and the society in which 

they live” (p.198; Dewey 1938, p.80). The surrounding of the students and their community 

can serve as an “important starting point for teaching for sustainable development” (Sandell et 

al. 2005, p.198).  
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2. Schoolyard development 

As stated by many authors, childhood experiences with nature and outdoor places leave deep 

impressions in the memories of people (Titman 1994, p.6; Louv 2010, p.7ff., p.150; Danks 

2010, p.viii). At the same time it has been proven that childhood experiences, compared to 

previous generations, changed and many children spend a lot of time inside. Louv (2010) 

claims that this fact might not only lead to health problems but will affect the development 

and environmental consciousness at the same time (p.124; p.158f.). A schoolyard cannot 

provide the same kind of nature experiences that many people of previous generations were 

privileged to enjoy during their free time. Nevertheless, they are one component of outdoor 

education and have the potential to serve as a resource for outdoor learning and first-hand 

experiences with nature. The following quote summarized this thought as follows: 

The school grounds, for many urban children starting formal education, 

could be the first outdoor landscape where they have the space to develop 

their physical and social skills both through formal and informal play with 

their peers, and where they can experience the natural environment at first 

hand. (Fenoughty 2002, p.25) 

This chapter has the aim to provide an overview of schoolyard development. In the first part 

„traditional‟ schoolyards and their functions will be described. The second part focuses on 

schoolyard development as well as the benefits and challenges that are connected with it. 

Within the last part connections between outdoor education and schoolyard development will 

be pointed out. 

This chapter mainly concentrates on one publication of Wendy Titman (1994) with the title 

“Special Places; Special People: The Hidden Curriculum of School Grounds”, a study of Janet 

E. Dyment (2005) with the title “Gaining Ground: The Power and Potential of School Ground 

Greening in the Toronto District School Board” as well as Sharon Gamson Danks‟ (2010) 

book “Asphalt to Ecosystems: Design Ideas for Schoolyard Transformation”. 

Titman‟s study (1994) provides some insights into students‟ opinion and feelings concerning 

their schoolyard, which often had the „traditional‟ characteristics. The main question of the 

research was if “the physical environment of school grounds and the way they are managed 

affect children's attitude/behaviour, and if so how/why?” (p.2). A similar study was conducted 

by Dyment and her colleagues in 2003. The study investigated the influence of greening a 

schoolyard on the realization of curricula standards and teaching habits. Further, it explored 
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learning, play, behaviour, environmental consciousness of the students as well as health and 

safety aspects (Dyment 2005, p.3).  

With her book, Danks (2010) shows how ecological schoolyards can promote children‟s play, 

learning, and education. In the first part Danks introduces the reader to the “ecological 

schoolyards movement” (p.1) which “seeks to teach the principles of ecology through the 

design of the schoolyard landscape and to reconnect children with natural systems in their 

local communities” (ibid.). The basic idea is that the direct school surrounding should 

represent the environmental principles that the students learn in through their formal 

education. The author collected examples of schools from all over the world that developed 

their direct environment in order to provide a more diverse surrounding for the students. Some 

of the schools presented in Danks‟ book developed their grounds towards ecological 

schoolyards.  

2.1 ‘Traditional’ characteristics of a schoolyard 

One of the main functions of a „traditional‟ schoolyard is its use during the breaks, as areas 

for play and physical activities where safety matters have first priority (Titman 1994, p.57; 

Malone & Tranter 2003, p.289). Therefore, it is often seen as an important aspect of a 

schoolyard that every child can be seen and that, according to the provisions, children should 

not be left unattended. Consequently, during the time that students spend on the schoolyard, 

they are supervised by teachers or other staff members.  

Moreover, the traditional idea is that schoolyards promote students‟ activities, allow active 

recreation and are easy to maintain. Consequently, they often consist of an extensive asphalt 

surface that can be used e.g. for ball games or physical education lessons (Schumacher 2010, 

p.5; Danks 2010, p.7). Although they are used for physical activities, asphalt surfaces are also 

the reason for “knock and bump injuries” (Danks 2010, p.8). Danks (2010) states that 

„traditional‟ schoolyards do not offer a wide range of creative play spaces and are “geared 

almost entirely toward organized games and repetitive, physical play on climbing structures” 

(p.7). One of Titman‟s (1994) findings was that resulting from the design of the schoolyard, 

the students had the impression “that the only thing they were supposed to do outside was to 

rush around, chasing each other or playing organised games which largely depended on 

commanding territory” (ibid., p.59). At this point the schoolyard‟s function as a place for the 

breaks and for a lot of physical movement in a short time is implied. Although they were 

regularly used for group games and similar activities, some of the students in the study 
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regarded asphalt surfaces as dangerous as well as “grey, black, bleak, boring and ugly to look 

at” (ibid., p.33). Natural environments, in contrast, were “valued and preferred […] much 

more highly than urban, manufactured and built environments” (ibid., p.27). If fixed play 

equipment could be found on the schoolyard, the students preferred “that which allowed 

children to adapt it, to make new meanings around it and subvert or change its apparent 

intention” (p.47). Nevertheless, one advantage of these play structures is that they meet 

national safety standards. Even though many schools that took part in the research had grass, 

the use was often restricted (ibid., p.35). Some of the students felt that also other “needs were 

largely ignored or prohibited either by the design of the grounds and/or by the way these were 

managed” (ibid., p.59). This finding shows that students were seldom asked to participate in 

designing the schoolyard.  

These limited opportunities lead to the fact that not many needs of children are provided. 

Schoolyards rarely offer spaces that invite children to imaginative play and “turf play surfaces 

do not create a sense of adventure or mystery” (ibid., p.8). Students‟ curiosity is hardly 

fostered and „traditional‟ schoolyards “are not designed with outdoor education in mind” 

(ibid., p.7). Except from the fact that some schoolyards have, for instance, painted number 

games on the ground, they are seldom connected with and used within formal education 

(Dahlren & Szczepanski 1998, p.35). In her study Titman (1994) found that a clash of the 

concepts the students learnt in their formal education with what is actually represented in their 

direct surrounding, led to an “considerable impact on children's attitude and behaviour” 

(p.61). This means that if, for instance, the protection of nature, was not mirrored in the 

environment of the school, students concluded that “the school [did not] practice[-] what it 

preached” (ibid.). 

Another finding was that the students “were deeply affected by the condition of the grounds” 

(Titman 1994, p.61). Unlike most of the teachers, in the students‟ eyes the schoolyard and the 

school buildings were a unit. For many adults who took part in the study, “'the „school' meant 

the buildings and the grounds were merely 'the space outside'” (ibid.). This shows that for 

some participants of the study the direct school surrounding is not considered as a place for 

learning but rather, as a providing space to spend the breaks and maybe some hours of 

physical education. 
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2.2 Developing a schoolyard 

The findings of Titman‟s study reveal that there is a huge potential of developing a schoolyard 

in order to provide more benefits for its users. At the same time the results indicate starting 

points and possibilities of how schoolyards can be developed. In the literature different terms 

are used that to some extend have the same characteristics. Dyment (2005) summarized the 

terms “school ground gardening”, “school ground naturalization”, “school ground 

restoration”, and “school ground greening” (p.7). Another publication mentions the terms 

“school ground development”, “school ground improvement” as well as “school ground 

transformation” (Evergreen 2000, p.1). Within this paper it will be referred to “schoolyard 

development” because development which is, inter alia, defined as “the process of converting 

land to a new purpose by constructing buildings or making use of its resources” (Oxford 

Dictionaries) comes closest to idea that will be addressed in this paper. 

Within this chapter, it will be described in what ways a schoolyard development can offer 

new possibilities and what challenges have to be considered. The focus will be on the 

functions, characteristics as well as benefits for the students. The results of the analysis will 

be presented by referring to the following categories: learning opportunities, play 

opportunities, environmental learning and environmental awareness, health and well-being as 

well as students‟ participation and feeling of ownership. 

Learning opportunities 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, „traditional‟ schoolyards are seldom connected with 

formal education, do not offer a wide range of creative play spaces and hardly foster students‟ 

curiosity. Through the development of a schoolyard new learning opportunities can be 

provided. By providing “hands-on learning resources and living systems” (Danks 2010, p.1), 

students might be “inspire[d] students to explore their world, use their imaginations, and 

participate enthusiastically in lessons on a wide variety of subjects” (ibid.). At the same time a 

variety of places for „doing‟ can be found on the school grounds in order to meet the students‟ 

need to “develop new skills, to find challenges and take risks” (Titman 1994, p.58). Thereby, 

different learning styles can be addressed and at the same time a “meaningful and inviting 

context for learning” (Dyment 2005, p.23) is provided. Further, a more diverse schoolyard 

that serves as an additional resource for learning can be a starting point to “develop explicit 

links between outdoor learning and the mandated curriculum” (ibid., p.20).  
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Places to meet and sit outdoors with a whole class are one part for initiating outdoor lessons 

(Danks 2010, p.7). In addition, Titman (1994) suggests “places for thinking” (p.58). These are 

places that “provide[-] intellectual stimulation” (ibid.) and encourage children to discover 

their surrounding world. Based on her research, Dyment (2005) states that “greater 

enthusiasm and engagement” as well as “more creative thinking” (p.23) are some of the 

learning benefits that accompany the development of a schoolyard in the way described in the 

previous paragraph.  

Play opportunities 

Most of the „traditional schoolyards‟ provide fixed play equipment as well as areas for e.g. 

ball games and rarely offer spaces that invite children to imaginative play. Through 

schoolyard development the existing equipment and areas can be complemented by “nature 

play environments” (Danks 2010, p.11) which encourage students to take part in various 

activities. “Open-ended nature play also fosters cooperative interactions among peers, and 

encourages self-expression and imagination” (ibid., p.2). Elements that could become part of 

the school grounds are, for instance, “boulders, logs, sand, mud, plants [and] water” (ibid.) in 

order to “provide children with physically challenging play opportunities, while also engaging 

their creativity and sense of adventure” (ibid.). Further, simple elements “such as pinecones, 

leaves, twigs, or wood mulch” (ibid., p.8) can be used especially by young children and 

included in their play. Although asphalt surfaces are easier to maintain, soft surfaces, such as 

mulch (ibid, p.8) are regarded as an important part of schoolyards. 

Environmental learning and environmental awareness 

Enriching the schoolyard by planting various native plants and trees will increase the 

biodiversity of the school environment. Native plants serve as the source of food as well as a 

habitat for native animals. One main characteristic for biodiversity on the schoolyard is not 

only the amount of different species but also their interrelationships (Schumacher 2010, p.55). 

Developing a schoolyard into an “ecological schoolyard” (Danks 2010, p.1) that is biodiverse, 

helps the students to understand “the connections between natural systems” (ibid.) as well as 

between theory and practice. Further, it shows them “their own impact on the environment” 

(ibid.). Another benefit that is mentioned by Danks is that ecological schoolyards encourage 

for a “easy, daily, hands-on access to natural phenomena” (Dyment 2005, p.38) and, 

therefore, have the potential to “inspire and nourish an appetite for the natural and the 



29 
 

outdoors” (ibid., p.vii) and to “foster a sense of wonder” (Dyment 2005, p.38). According to 

Dyment, this can lead to an increased environmental consciousness (ibid.).  

Health and well-being  

As mentioned before, „typical‟ schoolyards are actively used during the breaks and aim to 

promote healthy physical activity through sports. At the same time, asphalt surfaces are also 

the reason for injuries. Providing more surface areas “covered by soft ground materials such 

as wood chips, sand, and grass” (Danks 2010, p.8) can counteract this circumstance. Another 

aspect of supporting health is to include "organic gardens with edible plants” (ibid.) and 

combining these gardens with e.g. cooking activities. Danks states that “when students cook 

and eat the vegetables and fruits they grow onsite, healthy eating patterns are reinforced” 

(ibid.). Based on her findings, Titman (1994) says that “places for being” (p.58) are valuable 

parts of a schoolyard. Places for being allow students “to „be‟ themselves” and recognise 

“their individuality, their need to have a private persona in a public place, for privacy, for 

being alone and with friends, for being quiet in noise, for being a child” (Titman 1994, p.58). 

These aspects are important for the well-being of the students. 

Students‟ participation and feeling of ownership 

Titman (1994) found out that if a schoolyard is “a place for feeling” (p.58) that encouraged 

students to participate then a “sense of ownership, […] pride and belonging” (ibid., p.61) 

could be observed. Participation included, for instance, that children had the chance to 

participate in decisions and planning processes as well as that they were given responsibility 

by e.g. taking care of plants (ibid., p.39). Another aspect mentioned by Dyment (2005) is that 

“student involvement and sense of ownership may lead to a decrease in incidents of crime” 

(p.36). 

In order to provide authentic examples of schoolyard development the following chapter 

shortly presents projects and initiatives that are connected to schoolyard development. 
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2.3 Projects connected to schoolyard development 

„Schoolyard Jungle‟  - Searching for Germany‟s most biodiverse schoolyard 

One project that has officially been honoured as a project of the UN-decade 2008/2009 for 

sustainable development, was ‟Schulhofdschungel – Deutschlands artenreichster Schulhof 

gesucht„ (Schoolyard Jungle - Searching for Germany‟s most biodiverse schoolyard). With 

this nationwide competition on the topic of biodiversity, the students got aware of the terms 

biodiversity and protection of species in their everyday environment and gained knowledge 

about their native nature. Through the development and implementation of transformations 

that are close to nature, the students created habitats on their schoolyards and, therefore, 

contributed to maintain biodiversity (GRÜNE LIGA Berlin e.V. 2008). 

Through the project, students were encouraged to realize that their schoolyard is a habitat as 

well as to open their view for the diversity and beauty also within a small scale (GRÜNE 

LIGA Berlin e.V. 2009, p.5). The first price was awarded to a primary school in Berlin. Part 

of the school is a diverse and well-kept schoolyard. Students of this school carried out a 

detailed research on bugs, a detailed mapping of animal and plants as well as a self-made 

botanical encyclopaedia (ibid., p.15). The pictures below (Fig. 2) give an impression of the 

schoolyard of the Paul-Moor-Schule in Berlin that won the first price. 

 

      

      Fig. 2: Schoolyard Paul-Moor-Schule Berlin [1] 

 

„Groundwork UK‟ 

„Groundwork UK‟ is a British federation of independent charities which exists since the early 

1980‟s and has the aim to “help[-] people reach their potential and add it to a drive to create 

better places with a greener future” (Groundwork UK (a)). Groundwork UK initiates 

community projects, cooperates with community organisations, supports volunteers and 

enhances land for public use all over Great Britain. The initiators believe that „better‟ places 

lead to various benefits, such as providing the “chance to bring people together, […] 
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reconnect us with nature, reduce stress, increase health, cut crime, [and] help us live greener 

lifestyles” (Groundwork UK (b)). 

Among projects in the community, Groundwork UK cooperates with schools, following the 

aim “to deliver innovative environmental education, transform school grounds and re-engaged 

is affected young people into education” (Groundwork UK (c)). The pictures in Fig. 3 are 

taken from the webpage of the organization and show projects that were carried out.

                   

           

    

As mentioned before, the use of the direct school surrounding as a resource for learning is one 

part of outdoor education. In the following chapter, the connections between schoolyard 

development and outdoor education will be pointed out.      

2.4  Schoolyard development, school environment and outdoor education  

Although a categorisation of the pedagogical concept of outdoor education contradicts the 

idea of it, the connections will be presented in the parts experiential learning, authentic 

learning, and ecological learning in order to provide a structure. 

Experiential Learning  

The educational philosopher John Dewey already believed that experience and education are 

closely related to each other as well as that students‟ real experience can enhance learning 

(Dewey 1938, p.20). Through outdoor education students are given the freedom to use 

experiences as the basis for learning, and to be actively responsible for the acquisition of their 

knowledge. Through the interplay of the learner‟s “body and mind” (Szczepanski 2002, p.22; 

Michael 2005, p.116), experiences can be deeply „stored‟ in the memory and lead to 

Fig. 3: Projects of Groundwork UK ([2], [3]) 
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knowledge. The body hereby refers to the students‟ using e.g. their hands for experiencing 

something. By offering various impressions, the outdoor surrounding makes it possible that 

different senses are included in the learning process (Dahlgren & Szczepanski 1998, p.24). 

The mind being part of the experience means that students are not only actively doing 

something with their body but that also thinking and reasoning is included in the experience. 

In order to visualize the process of learning through experiences, Higgins and Nicol (2002) 

refer to the “Kolb cycle of experiential learning” (p.5). The four parts that are included within 

this cycle are “experiencing something”, “interpreting the experience”, “generalizing the 

experience”, as well as “applying the experience” (ibid.). Kolb‟s visualization of experiential 

learning clearly highlights the interplay of the „hand‟ and the „head‟ which implies, for 

instance, that the learner actively and constructively deals with his or her experiences. 

Dahlgren & Szczepanski (1998) state that this process is a crucial part of gaining knowledge 

and leads to a personal development of the learner (p.40). As described in the previous 

chapter, a schoolyard had the potential to offer various opportunities for experiential learning. 

Authentic Learning 

There is a close connection between experiential learning, learning in an authentic 

surrounding, and working with authentic issues. If student should be enabled to “develop 

viewpoints on the sciences, people, nature and the relationship between people and nature” 

(Sandell et al. 2005, p.186) they need to be provided with a wide range of contacts. Taking 

students‟ previous knowledge, their experiences and their home grounds into consideration, is 

the basis for sustainable learning. Several researchers who work in the field of outdoor 

education claim that special attention has to be put on the place in which learning takes place 

(Sobel 2005; Orr 2005, p.90ff.; Michael 2005, p.113). The concept of place-based education 

can be regarded as a crucial part of an authentic learning. Referring to David Sobel, the 

approach of a place-based education highlights the collaboration between a person and his or 

her surrounding place. This close cooperation or interplay between students and their 

community initiates a deep attachment of the students and the places they live and learn in 

(Sobel 2005, p.7 and p.90). Pamela Michael has a similar view and states that “children who 

come to understand and to love their home places will grow into engaged, effective citizens 

committed to preserving those places” (Michael 2005, p.121). Meaningful learning can be 

initiated when students, for instance, work on actual problems of the community (Sobel 2005, 
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p.45ff.). The process of schoolyard development offers many possibilities that can initiate 

place-based learning as well as a basis for authentic learning.  

Ecological Learning 

At the same time authentic learning plays an important role for the development of the 

ecological consciousness of the learners. As stated by Szczepanski (2002), especially in 

Nordic countries, the environmental aspect of outdoor education is highlighted which shows 

the following quote: 

The ultimate goal of outdoor environmental education and ecological 

learning, other than to generate knowledge is to develop students‟ 

awareness and concern about the whole ecosystem and its associated 

problems. Direct nature experiments are widely acknowledged to enhance 

environmental awareness and to foster sympathetic attitudes. (Szczepanski 

2002, p.19) 

This quote reflects the importance of students‟ direct contact with nature in order to develop 

ecological consciousness. Thus, it cannot be expected that students who only studied e.g. 

natural phenomena inside the classroom will develop an environmental consciousness. 

According to Kollmuss and Agyman (2010), not only knowledge about the environment and 

ecological processes but also feelings, fear, emotional involvement, values, and attitudes are 

components that form ecological consciousness (p.257). Taking students out of the classroom 

and give them the opportunity to put their “soul in the soil” (Szczepanski 2002, p.18) in order 

to experience nature as it was described in the former chapter, is a key characteristic of 

outdoor education. As already mentioned in chapter III 1.5, nature experiences and the 

knowledge that students gain through these experiences will influence their future behaviour 

and lead to ecological consciousness. 

2.5 Challenges connected with schoolyard development 

In the previous chapters many benefits of schoolyard development, especially for students, 

were presented. However, there are aspects and challenges that need to be considered as well. 

Some of them will be pointed out in this chapter.  

Danks (2010) highlights that schoolyard development does not “happen overnight or in a 

vacuum” (p.3). This implies that these fundamental changes are always dependent on the local 

conditions of the school, including, for instance, the staff and the surrounding community. 

The author points out that it is not possible for a single teacher to take all the responsibility for 
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schoolyard development (ibid., p.3). Based on her study, Dyment (2005) comes to a similar 

result and summarizes that “successful projects were characterized by having active 

involvement from a number of individuals with varying expertise so that the workload could 

be distributed” (p.41). This includes not only the educators and other staff members working 

at school, as well as students but also parents and other community members. This allows to 

“distribute the responsibility for the increased maintenance to a wider network of people” 

(Danks 2010, p.9). In order to develop community support it is essential to ensure 

collaborative work from the beginning (ibid.). 

Within the school there is a need of a „strong‟ team that consists of “many teachers [who] are 

interested in and involved with the project” (Danks 2010, p.10). Communication and 

collaboration are not only necessary in order to discuss e.g. safety issues but also to initiate 

team work. Project-based learning, for instance, might be easier to realise if teachers 

communicate with each other and share ideas and materials. 

According to Danks (2010), teacher training can support the teachers in understanding the 

idea behind schoolyard development, what possibilities are offered by including the outdoors, 

and how the direct school surrounding can be used as a resource for learning. Further, some 

suggestions of how to manage a class while working outdoors might help teachers to feel 

more comfortable to take their students outdoors (p.43; Dyment 2005, p.10 and p.20). 

Ensuring that the schoolyard is safe and that it provides places to gather large groups are 

additional factors that are likely to make teachers feel more comfortable. 

For some teachers another challenge might be to accept that in some ways their role as a 

teacher has changed and that schoolyard development is based on the fact that students are 

given more responsibility. In order to develop a sense of ownership, children need more 

freedom and should be encouraged to participate in every step of the schoolyard development 

(Dyment 2005, p.28). At the same time, this implies that students have to be prepared in 

different ways. They need to learn to be responsible and to take care of themselves when they 

are on the schoolyard.  

Taking Berlin‟s situation into consideration, not only group sizes might be a barrier that 

makes a realisation of schoolyard development more difficult but also the fact that more and 

more schools strive for inclusiveness. It is an official rule that there is more than one teacher 

in a class if there are children with disabilities (SBJWB 2006, p.44). However, in reality this 

is not always the case. More teachers or other additional staff might ease this situation.  
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A further barrier that might appear when organizing schoolyard development is funding. 

Teachers that took part in Dyment‟s study (2005) expressed that “adequate and long-term 

funding is essential to ensure that benefits of green school grounds are maximized” (p.41). 

Another challenge mentioned by Danks (2010) is that “the increased vegetation and nature 

play in green schoolyards […] also have some potential health concerns that should be 

considered, including bee stings, allergies, and water safety issues” (Danks 2010, p.9). Within 

the discussion part of this thesis, some of the challenges that were pointed out will be taken up 

again. 

Based on scientific literature, the first part of this chapter focused on some characteristics of 

„traditional‟ schoolyards. Following, it was shown that schoolyard development has the 

potential to provide new learning and play opportunities, to promote environmental learning 

and environmental awareness, health and well-being as well as students‟ participation and a 

feeling of ownership. Additionally, it was highlighted that the pedagogical concept of outdoor 

education can be connected to many aspects of schoolyard development and can make an 

important contribution. 
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IV. DISCUSSION 

Based on the extended literature review, the fourth part aims to bring the two concepts of 

education for sustainable development and schoolyard development together. In addition, it 

will be referred to the educational approach of outdoor education which can give some 

important suggestions in order to combine the two issues. The analysis of the data set, which 

is summarized in table 1 (see appendices, p.47), is constructed around themes that will be 

defined in the following paragraph.  

One of the themes that could be identified in the analysis of the extended literature review is a 

holistic approach to learning. In the context of the present analysis, this holistic approach 

refers to the fact that learning cannot be divided into categories or subjects. Further, this 

approach includes „body and mind‟ of the students. Accordingly, learning does not only 

address the cognitive perspective but also as many other sensory channels as possible. The 

theme teaching strategies includes methods and concepts that can be seen as an extension of 

„traditional‟ teaching strategies. „Progressive‟ concepts of learning are, for instance, 

interdisciplinary learning, experiential learning, and learning which is based on hands-on 

activities. Ecological literacy is another theme that has been identified in the analysis of the 

data. This theme includes the students‟ ability to understand the basic principles of ecology as 

well as to develop ecological consciousness. The theme different levels of participation 

implies that students, teachers and other community members take part in the planning 

process as well as in the realization and maintenance of the developed schoolyard. The last 

theme that has been identified is equal opportunities. This theme includes the same learning 

possibilities for all children, regardless of their sex, religious belief, and previous knowledge 

etc.  

The thematic analysis serves as the basis for the discussion of how schoolyard transformation 

can offer possibilities to promote education for sustainable development. In the final part of 

the discussion, some basic framework conditions for realising schoolyard development in the 

light of education for sustainable development will be pointed out.  
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1. Holistic approach to learning 

Within chapter 1.3 of the third part of the thesis, it was highlighted that education for 

sustainable development is a holistic concept in which all of its components are linked with 

each other. This reminds of Capra (2004) who said that life is based on networks which are 

based on mutual relationships of their components and which are characteristic to all life on 

earth (p.5f.). Accordingly, life itself and therefore also the experiences that students bring 

with them to school cannot be sorted into categories and subjects. The literature review 

showed that it is not possible to teach education for sustainable development in one subject 

only (United-Nations 1992, 36.3). Rather, the merging dimensions (economy, ecology, 

justice, participation) of sustainability that were presented in chapter III 1.2 need to be an 

underlying principle of all learning in school. In this sense, the school and its surrounding can 

be a space where children, teachers and other community members initiate and experience the 

concept of sustainability.  

By offering a variety of natural spaces in the direct school surrounding, the students have the 

chance to gain first-hand experiences with natural phenomena which they can connect with 

their previous knowledge and with learning inside the classroom (Szczepanski 2002, p.18ff.). 

Gestaltungskompetenz („shaping competence‟) was described as one summarizing ability that 

students should gain through education for sustainable development and includes, for 

instance, the components foresighted thinking, interdisciplinary knowledge, and autonomous 

action (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V. (c)). Teaching strategies, such as project-

oriented working methods, can facilitate interdisciplinary learning (SBJSB 2004, p.13).  

The educational approach of outdoor education which influences and is influenced by the 

discussion about education for sustainable development is also based on a holistic view of 

learning. Outdoor education includes activities that are in close relation to nature, culture, and 

society and aims to combine different subjects outside of the classroom (Dahlgren & 

Szczepanski 1998, p.39; Higgins & Nicol 2002, p.43; Sobel 2005, p.20). Accordingly, the 

concept of outdoor education can provide important ideas and methods in order to promote 

education for sustainable development. Developing an organic garden with edible vegetables 

and fruits by its nature includes various „subjects‟. It might include calculations concerning 

the area, discussions about different kind of fertilizers, descriptions of the plans, hands-on 

activities, and reflections about healthy food. These are just a few examples but they provide 

an idea about the potential of the outdoor classroom. Within the following chapter (IV 2) that 
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deals with teaching strategies, the concept of interdisciplinary learning will be discussed 

further.  

At the same time, learning in a holistic way means that „body and mind‟ of the students are 

part of the learning process. Within outdoor education the dimension of „outdoor activities‟ 

also interlocks with the dimension of „personal and social development‟. By including „body 

and mind‟ into learning, not only the cognitive perspective but also physical activities and 

different sensory channels are addressed (Dahlgren & Szczepanski 1998, p.24). As it was 

mentioned in chapter III 2.5, this leads to the fact that experiences can be deeply „stored‟ in 

the memory and lead to knowledge (ibid.). Outdoor education, as for instance, in an organic 

garden offers a huge variety of sensory experiences which the students can hardly experience 

within the classroom.  

2. Teaching strategies 

A holistic approach to learning leads to altered teaching strategies. Based on the first chapter 

of the discussion it can be claimed that natural environments can be seen as a starting point 

for interdisciplinary learning in school. By developing links between learning outdoors and 

the curriculum, the schoolyard will serve as one resource for learning (Dyment 2005, p.38). 

Even the smallest nature space can evoke “a sense of wonder” (ibid.) that has the potential to 

awake the child‟s interest and to lead to an intrinsic motivation for learning. 

According to the UNESCO (2005), quality education is an important part in order to promote 

education for sustainable development and includes, among others, the aspects of making 

content relevant and enhancing the learning environment (p.2ff.). A schoolyard that provides 

spaces for experiential learning is likely to make content relevant for the students. Natural 

environments on the schoolyard facilitate a daily first-hand access to living systems as well as 

experiential and hands-on learning (Danks 2010, p.1). Further, they can serve as a resource 

that inspires students to explore their surrounding, to awake their interest in natural 

phenomena, and to use their imagination. According to Sandell et al. (2005) nature 

experiences and ecological knowledge that students gain through these experiences will 

influence their future behavior (p.91). Through schoolyard development a variety of places 

for „doing‟ and experiencing can be established which promote various activities, address 

different learning styles as well as preferences. According to Danks (2010) a „dynamic 

environment‟ consists of varied plantings, topography, and natural materials that can be used 

by different age groups and serve as a resource for different lessons and as a physically 
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challenging play environment for breaks (p.7). Studies have shown that these kinds of 

environments are more likely to engage creativity, cooperation with other children, and a 

sense of adventure (Danks 2010, p.2). Within a holistic approach to learning these aspects are 

of high value.  

Within the concept of outdoor education learning inside the walls of the classroom is 

extended by working outdoors or out-of-doors (Higgins & Nicol 2002, p.2). In this sense, the 

schoolyard is seen as an outdoor classroom that provides additional resources for teaching. 

Creating special gathering places, as described by Danks (2010) can facilitate outdoor 

learning and allows small groups or whole classes to sit together (p.7).  

3. Ecological literacy 

Ecology is one main dimension of sustainability and education for sustainable development. 

An integral part is the protection of the natural and environmental ecosphere (Becker 2001, 

p.189). Within scientific literature, it is often referred to „ecological literacy‟ which refers to 

the “ability to understand the basic principles of ecology and to live accordingly” (Capra 

2004, p.231f.). A biodiverse schoolyard has the potential to introduce children to the 

principles of ecology and the connections between the natural systems of their local 

communities (Danks 2010, p.1). Various plants, for instance, attract birds and butterflies that 

can be observed and studied by the students. In this way, the daily experiences the students 

gain on the schoolyard can be connected with the more theoretical knowledge that students 

gain within the classrooms. As a space where students can experience the natural environment 

at first hand, a schoolyard has the potential to inspire and foster the interest for the natural and 

the outdoors, even in urban surroundings (Danks 2010, p.vii). 

In many parts, Berlin‟s curriculum touches on this aspect. The education aims to promote 

students‟ ecological awareness as well as a behaviour that includes the protection of the 

ecosphere. Further, students are encouraged to carry out plans to protect the environment 

(SBJSB 2004, p.19). Not only scientist but also the curriculum points out the importance of 

students‟ direct contact with nature and the real world in order to develop ecological 

consciousness (Szczepanski 2002, p.19; Sandell et al. 2005, p.91; SBJSB 2004, p.28). 

Although the terms education for sustainable development as well as „ecological literacy‟ are 

not directly mentioned in Berlin‟s curriculum for primary schools, aspects that are in 

connected to these concept can be found.  
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4. Different levels of participation 

Participation was described as one dimension of sustainability and one main aim of education 

for sustainable development. This includes the development of knowledge, values and skills 

that enable people to participate as well as the encouragement to do so (United-Nations 1992, 

p.320f.). Thus, students who are a part of the community need to take an active role through 

participating in a meaningful context. As it was mentioned in chapter III 1.4, the German 

primary school subject Sachunterricht aims to progressively enable the students in year 1 till 

4 to interact with their environment, to orient therein and to actively participate in its change 

(SBJSB 2004, p.17). Accordingly, it is aimed to promote “education in democracy rather than 

about democracy” (Sandell et al. 2005, p.201). At the same time, students‟ responsibility for 

maintaining their learning environment is part of participating in and with the direct 

environment. As it was highlighted by Danks (2010), schoolyard development includes the 

students from the very first day of the planning process. In this way, they are encouraged to 

express their wishes and ideas for changing the school surrounding. Being part of the 

schoolyard development as well as of its maintenance, it is likely that students develop a 

feeling of ownership (Schumacher 2010, p.23). Danks (2010) pointed out that schoolyard 

development should be seen as a process which is never „finished‟ which ensures that also 

new generations of students can be part of the development and experience the advantages 

that are connected to it (p.10). 

Capra came to the conclusion that sustainability depends and involves the whole community 

(Capra 2004, p.215). Similarly, Danks (2010) stated that schoolyard development projects are 

more likely to be successful if they have active involvement from various people with 

different knowledge and abilities so that the workload can be distributed (p.41). Schoolyard 

development has the potential to initiate collaborative work between students, teachers, other 

staff members, parents, and other community members. Further, the author highlights that in 

order to develop community support and a sense of ownership it is necessary for all groups to 

participate from the beginning (ibid., p.9). This will not only change their picture of the 

school as a part of the community but will have other advantages as well. People who are 

critical towards a biodiverse schoolyard might argue that it is not possible to maintain it in an 

appropriate way during the holidays. However, through an ongoing cooperation with other 

community members is likely to find a solution for this potential problem. Through this wide 

participation of many groups, students, teachers and community members experience the 

important aspect of working cooperatively at the same time. 
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5. Equal opportunities 

As already mentioned in the previous chapter of the discussion, democracy plays an important 

role in education for sustainable development. One part of democracy is social justice (SBJSB 

2004, p.7). Similar to other aspects of education for sustainable development, social justice is 

an underlying principle which has to be experienced and lived in everyday school life. As 

mentioned in chapter III 1.4 this has a very high value within education and is therefore 

clearly stated in Berlin‟s curriculum for primary schools (SBJSB 2004, p.7). Schoolyard 

development has the potential to contribute to a more just education. A natural school 

surrounding gives every child the chance to experience nature and natural phenomena. In this 

way every child, regardless of their background and previous experiences, has the opportunity 

to come into contact with a natural surrounding, even within the city.  

Further, a larger variety of places on the schoolyard is more likely to meet the needs of all 

students, including different ages (Titman 1994, p.59; Schumacher 2010, p.10). By starting to 

develop a schoolyard in the light of sustainable development, it is important to think about an 

equal access to different parts of the schoolyard as well. Straightening ways through the 

schoolyard can allow older people, parents with prams as well as people with wheelchairs to 

discover the area (Schumacher 2010, p.23). The participation of different groups of people 

which was described in the previous chapter can help to meet the needs of as many people as 

possible. 
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6. Basic framework conditions for realising schoolyard development in the    

    light of education for sustainable development 

The chapters 1-5 in the discussion part showed that schoolyard development has the potential 

to offer various opportunities in order to promote education for sustainable development. For 

that reason, this chapter focuses on some framework conditions that are essential for the 

realisation of schoolyard development in the light of education for sustainable development. 

At the same time, these framework conditions represent barriers that might make this process 

difficult or even impossible to initiate.  

Teachers 

The basis for initiating schoolyard development in order to promote education for sustainable 

development is that there is a core group of committed teachers that believes and actively 

participates in the project (Danks 2010, p.10). Teacher training can offer the possibility to 

introduce more teachers to the background and the importance of sustainable development. 

Visiting other schools in the same country as well as in other countries can give an idea of 

similar projects in order to put the abstract idea of education for sustainable development in a 

practical context (cf. chapter III 2.3 of the present thesis). Appropriate teacher training has the 

potential to show different ways of how the direct school surrounding can be used for outdoor 

education and to teach, for instance, basic principles of ecology (Danks 2010, p.43; Dyment 

2005, p.10 and p.20).  

At the same time more knowledge, practical examples and discussions with experts and their 

colleagues might help teachers to feel more comfortable to work outdoors with their students. 

In this way, teacher training as well as on going reflections with other staff members can help 

to promote and slowly develop an „honest‟ will to live and teach education for sustainable 

development. Not only for teachers, but also for other staff members it is essential to 

understand that education for sustainable development needs to be an underlying principle 

and cannot be taught in one subject or by some teachers. If teachers do not believe in 

sustainable development and the fact that a schoolyard can be developed in order to promote 

education for sustainable development, it is unlikely that they can „teach‟ it to their students. 

A schoolyard development that promotes education for sustainable development cannot be 

planned and carried out by a single person (Danks 2010, p.3). Rather, there is a need for 

constant communication and cooperation in a „strong‟ team of headmaster/s, teachers, other 

staff members, students as well as community members. 
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Participation of the community 

The participation of the community is an important part of schoolyard development within the 

frame of education for sustainable development. As already mentioned in chapter III 2.4, it is 

important to cooperate from the very beginning of the planning process (Danks 2010, p.9). On 

the one hand an active participation of different people with various knowledge and skills 

leads to a distribution of workload (Dyment 2005, p.41). At the same time the costs are likely 

to be lower if, for instance, parents help to dig up parts of the schoolyard. On the other hand, 

this active involvement not only physically but also during the planning process helps 

community members to develop a sense of ownership. Based on this connectedness with the 

place, it is likely that community members will be willing to help maintaining the schoolyard, 

e.g. during the holidays. 

Teaching 

As mentioned before, an essential part of schoolyard development is to encourage students to 

participate (Dyment 2005, p.28). In this way they experience democracy at first hand and 

understand that their opinion is valued. Including them actively in maintaining the schoolyard, 

is likely to develop attachment to the place as well as a feeling of ownership (Titman 1994, 

p.61). 

As pointed out in previous chapters, there is a need to include „progressive‟ teaching 

strategies that represent the holistic idea of education for sustainable development (UK 

National Commission for UNESCO; Sandell et al., p.199). Experiential learning and project-

based learning are two teaching methods which complement „traditional‟ teaching within the 

walls of a classroom. According to these methods, it is necessary to turn away from the 45-

minutes lessons that are usual in most German primary schools. A rhythmic day structure, as 

described in Berlin‟s curriculum for primary schools can provide a more appropriate basis 

(SBJSB 2004, p.13). 

The planning process 

Teacher training and/or getting to know similar projects can be the starting point for 

schoolyard development. Engaged educators start thinking about their own school, in their 

own community and consider the question of how the schoolyard should look to be socially 

and ecologically compatible as well as economically efficient. Schumacher (2010) highlights 

that there is not one solution for developing a sustainable schoolyard and at the same time it is 



44 
 

not required to „reinvent‟ the schoolyard. Rather, it is about seeing the schoolyard from a 

different perspective. An inventory through which the present conditions of the schoolyard are 

critically examined and which includes advantages and disadvantages can be the first step of 

schoolyard development (p.18f.). In his publication Schumacher (2010) provides a checklist 

which helps to assess these present conditions of the schoolyard (p.46). This inventory can 

serve as the starting point for the planning process and the discussions. One possible barrier 

that has to be mentioned as well are financial resources which should not be underestimated.  

Safety issues 

One of the most important aspects that have to be taken into consideration is safety (Danks 

2010, p.9). Thereby communication and cooperation with the local authorities that are 

responsible for supervising safety issues on schoolyards is essential. Developing a biotope 

that includes water, for instance, needs to be though through and discussed carefully. 

Additionally, it is important to be aware that a more natural environment might lead to 

problems for some people, such as allergies and bee stings (Danks 2010, p.9). Well thought 

planning, e.g. concerning the choice of plants can help to reduce allergies.  

The discussion of the different themes that emerged indicates that schoolyard development 

has the potential to support a holistic approach to learning, to offer possibilities for 

„progressive‟ teaching strategies, to enhance ecological literacy, to foster the participation of 

students and to provide equal opportunities. Accordingly, schoolyard development can make 

an important contribution to education for sustainable development. Nevertheless, it was also 

shown that there are existing barriers that need to be considered in an effective way. 
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V. CONCLUSION 

The term „education for sustainable development‟ is recently used and discussed, even 

though, to many people it is an abstract idea. Within the first part of the research it was 

highlighted that education for sustainable development aims to “enable[-] people to develop 

the knowledge, values and skills to participate in decisions about the way we do things, 

individually and collectively, locally and globally, that will improve the quality of life now 

without damaging the planet of the future” (UK National Commission for UNESCO). This 

comprehensive definition raises the question how this concept can be implemented into 

primary school teaching in a sustainable way.  

Within the scientific literature it is claimed that direct contact with nature in childhood 

introduces children to basic ecological concepts and influences the ecological and 

environmental consciousness in adulthood. The understanding of ecological concepts as well 

as ecological and environmental consciousness are basic components of sustainable 

development. Knowing the importance of the direct contact with nature and natural 

phenomena in early ages, raises the question of how children who live in urban areas can be 

provided with a daily contact with nature and develop an understanding for sustainable 

development.  

The thematic analysis helped to identify, analyze and report patterns within the extended 

literature review on education for sustainable development and schoolyard development. 

Thereby, the aim was to show how the development of schoolyards offer possibilities for 

education for sustainable development and what challenges have to be taken into 

consideration. Within the process of the discussion it became apparent that both concepts 

merge into and complement each other. 

Developing a schoolyard can be a holistic project that is never „finished‟ and includes 

different people with different knowledge and skills. Further, it cannot be strictly divided into 

categories or subjects. Through project-based learning and interdisciplinary learning the 

development of a schoolyard can be included in everyday school life. In this sense, the 

schoolyard is seen as a space and resource for learning that, together with the classrooms in 

the school building, is part of the learning and living environment. Thereby, students 

experience that learning inside and outside the school building complement each other. At the 

same time, schoolyard development and projects that are connected to it are authentic 

problems that need to be solved by teachers, students and other people, in a cooperative way. 
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Participation in the planning process as well as in taking responsibility for maintaining the 

school environment is not just a right that students have but is also likely to lead to a feeling 

of ownership and attachment to their school within their community.   

Learning democracy through living democracy, students will understand that in a community 

different opinions, viewpoints and needs have to be taken into consideration. Developing a 

schoolyard that is e.g. accessible for as many people as possible and offers a huge variety of 

different spaces contributes to more equal opportunities. Developing a rich biodiversity on the 

schoolyard, including local plants and animals, has the potential to promote students‟ 

understanding of basic ecological principles as well as to develop ecological consciousness.  

In addition to the possibilities that schoolyard development offers for education for 

sustainable development, within the discussion of this research barriers were pointed out. First 

of all, a strong team of committed teachers, community members and authorities is needed 

that lives the idea of sustainable development and that understands the importance of passing 

it on to the children. A successful communication and cooperation might be the biggest 

challenge. Closely connected to this aspect is that the society understands that it is not only 

the schools‟ task to „teach‟ education for sustainable development. Rather, it is a holistic 

project that involves, for instance, parents and other community members at the same time. 

The active participation of different people with various knowledge and skills leads to a 

distribution of workload. In this sense, it is more likely that teachers realize that it is not a 

heavy load that they have to carry on their own. At the same time, it might not be easy for 

educators to accept that also other people are involved in the planning and maintaining of the 

schoolyard as well as to engage oneself in new teaching methods and to give more 

responsibility to their students.  

In conclusion, it can be said that the present research showed what potential schoolyard 

development has to teach and live education for sustainable development in everyday school 

life. As this work is a theoretical study, it could be followed by an empirical research that 

deals with the impact of schoolyard development or schoolyard greening on e.g. the 

ecological literacy of students. Further, it would be interesting to investigate teachers‟ 

perceptions on schoolyard development and education for sustainable development. 

 

 



 
 

 
 

VI. APPENDICES 

Tables 

Table 1: Data set - Identified themes and their descriptions 

THEME DESCRIPTION 

 

Theme 1:  Holistic approach     

                 to learning 

 

- holistic character of education for sustainable development; 

especially developmental issues cannot be covered by one 

subject (p.18
7
) → interdisciplinary learning (p.18) 

- Berlin‟s curriculum: interdisciplinary connections are pointed 

out (p.18) 

- ability that is connected to education for sustainable 

development: Gestaltungskompetenz („shaping competence‟) 

includes i. a. interdisciplinary knowledge (p.19) 

- outdoor education mainly takes place in an authentic context 

(p.23) 

- content should include problems which are relevant to the 

students‟ lives and society in which they live (p.23); e.g. work 

on actual problems of the community  

-     e.g. organic gardens with edible plants: grow vegetables,    

      possibility to include them into teaching, do cooking    

      activities, eat healthy food (p.29) 

- holistic view of outdoor education  (p.23) 

→ learning through use of „body and mind‟ (p.33) 

→ experiences can be deeply „stored‟ in the memory and   

     lead to knowledge (p.33) 

- by offering various impressions, the outdoor surrounding makes 

it possible that different senses are included in the learning 

process (p.33) 

 

 

Theme 2: Teaching   

                strategies 

 

 

- quality education as an important part of promoting education 

for sustainable development (p.15) 

     → i. a. seeks out the learner, makes content relevant,   

          enhances the learning environment, requires sufficient   

          resources (p.15) 

- main goal of outdoor education: create, by activities and 

experiences in the outdoor environment, knowledge and close 

relations to nature, culture, and society (p.22) 

- within the concept of outdoor education learning within the 

walls of the classroom is extended by working outdoors or out-

of-doors (p.22) 

     → special gathering places allow small groups or the   

          entire class to sit together (p.28) 

- experiential learning as one part of Outdoor Education  

 

                                                 
7
 The page numbers refer to the pages of the present thesis.  
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  → provides first-hand experiences; students are given the   

          freedom to use e.g. experiences as the basis for   

          learning, and to be actively responsible for the   

          acquisition of their knowledge (p.22-23) 

     → Kolb cycle of experiential learning: experiencing   

          something, interpreting the experience, generalizing   

          the experience, applying the experience (p.32) 

- first-hand experiences include nature experiences (p.23) 

     → nature experiences and knowledge that students gain  

          through these experiences will influence their future   

          behavior (p.23) 

- schoolyards has the potential to serve as an additional resource 

for learning (p.27) 

- schoolyards can provide a variety of places for „doing‟ (p.27)   

      → offer various activities, address different learning   

           styles addressed (p.27), e.g. also places for „thinking‟   

           (p.28) 

- schoolyard can consist of different plants, natural materials, and 

teaching resources (p.28)  

- nature play environments (p.28) 

      → provide children with physically challenging play   

           opportunities, while also engaging creativity and   

           sense of adventure (p.28) 

      → open-ended nature play also fosters cooperative  

           interactions among peers, and encourages self-  

           expression and imagination (p.28) 

- hands-on learning resources and living systems can be one part 

of the schoolyard (p.27)  

      → inspire students to explore their world, use their   

           imaginations, and participate […] in a wide variety of   

           subjects (p.27), provide easy, daily, hands-on access   

           to natural phenomena (p.28), foster a sense of wonder            

           (p.29) 

      → students can observe and interact with resources on an         

           ongoing basis  

 

 

Theme 3: Ecological  

                Literacy 

 

 

- ecology is one main dimension of sustainability and education  

for sustainable development (p.13f. and 19) 

      → one integral part is the protection of the natural and  

           environmental ecosphere (p.19) 

      → Berlin‟s curriculum: students are encouraged to    

           realize plans to protect the environment 

      → education  aims to promote students‟ awareness   

           concerning ecological behavior of protecting the  

           ecosphere (p.19) 

      → importance of students‟ direct contact with nature and   

                  the real world in order to develop ecological          

                  consciousness (p.19); also stated in Berlin‟s curriculum 
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- ecological schoolyard  

       → seeks to teach the principles of ecology through the   

            design of the schoolyard landscape and to reconnect   

            children with the natural systems in their local   

            communities (p.25) 

       → helps students bridge the divide between theory and   

            practice (p.25) 

       → have the potential to inspire and nourish an appetite   

            for the natural and the outdoors (p.29) 

- a biodiverse schoolyard  

        → helps students to understand the connections between  

             natural systems (p.28) 

- gain ecological knowledge of how natural systems function and 

how humankind influences these systems (p.16) 

- ecological literacy/ ecoliteracy is the ability to understand the 

basic principles of ecology and to live accordingly (p.16) 

- on the schoolyard the student can experience the natural 

environment at first hand (p.24) 

 

 

Theme 4: Different levels   

                of participation 

 

 

- sustainability in ecosystems as well as in human society is a 

property of en entire web of relationships; it involves a whole 

community (p.12) 

- education enables students to develop the knowledge, values 

and skills to participate in decisions about the way we do things, 

individually, and collectively, locally and globally, that will 

improve the quality of life now without damaging the planet of 

the future (p.17) 

- participation is one dimension/ goal of sustainability and 

education  for sustainable development (p.14 and 21) 

         → implies full participation of all groups and the   

              encouragement to do so (p.21) 

         → active role of students and integration in meaningful   

              contexts (p.21); also stated in Berlin‟s curriculum   

              (p.21) 

         → education  in democracy rather than about   

              democracy (p.21) 

- the German primary school subject Sachunterricht progressively 

enables the students in year 1 till 4 to interact with their 

environment, to orient therein and to actively participate in its 

change (p.17) 

- Gestaltungskompetenz („shaping competence‟) includes i. a. 

participation in social decision-making processes (p.18) 

- participation can also include e.g. that children are given 

responsibility to take care of plants etc. (p.29) 

- schoolyard development projects are more likely to be 

successful if they have active involvement from a number of 

individuals with varying expertise so that the workload can be  
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distributed (p.34) → including students, teachers, other staff  

- members, parents, and other community members (p.34) 

- collaborative work between all participants from the very 

beginning in order to develop community support and a sense of 

ownership (p.34) 

 

 

Theme 5: Equal   

                opportunities 

 

 

- justice dimension in  sustainability and education for sustainable 

development (p.14) 

         → social justice as an underlying principle which has   

               to be experienced and lived in everyday school life, 

               also stated in Berlin‟s curriculum (p.20f.) 

- democracy plays an important role in education for sustainable 

development (p.21) 

- education  needs to reflect the diversity of understandings and 

opinions which are represented in the debate on questions 

relating to sustainable development (p.21) 

- a larger variety of places on the schoolyard is more likely to 

meet the needs of all students (p.27) 
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