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INTRODUCTION 
The critical environmental challenges facing our planet have prompted several decades of theory and 

practice in sustainable design around the world. This has ushered in a period of “experimenting not 

only with new technologies and new solutions but also with new approaches towards liveability, 

sustainability and resilience”1. What was once the domain of science is now increasingly the purview 

of a range of people, including local communities who are being assembled and resourced to teach and 

learn, to listen and be heard, to lobby and to act together in realising a sustainable, shared future.  

Children’s participation in this experimentation and decision-making, however, remains elusive, 

despite the oft-cited concerns that poor sustainability decisions made now will impact children most 

intensely2,3. This lack of children’s inclusion also disregards the growing awareness amongst young 

people themselves of the impacts that unsustainable practices will have on their futures4. Children’s 

relegation to passive recipients of sustainability policy and programming, as opposed to active 

participants in it, also curtails the development of the skills and agency they will need in future 

discussions about social, cultural and environmental resilience. As planting and nurturing a garden 

requires a set of skills and knowledge learned best by doing, so too does active citizenship5. 

This paper explores these dilemmas in applied sustainability research and practice, using children’s 

active citizenship as an anchoring point for thinking about new directions in ‘sustainability’. Two case 

studies from Melbourne, Australia will be used to illustrate lessons about how children’s active 

citizenship can be harnessed in tackling questions of eco-sustainability and resilience. 

 
Children’s geographies, agency and citizenship 
Childhood is a time of learning about preferred environments and of developing personal 

responsibilities towards environmental care and custodianship (concepts central to much of the 

literature on environmental protection and sustainability)6,7,8. While longitudinal research is scant on 

how, exactly, people develop a deep and lasting concern for the environment, there is certainly a 

widely-held view that these connections are made experientially and through the geographies of 

childhood9,10 and have “a significance and luminous quality far beyond [their] temporal extent”11.  

Pitted against ‘ideal’ children’s geographies, however, are some stark shifts in children’s access to 

nature in independent and ‘agentic’ ways. Children’s geographies are increasingly urban and ‘nature’ 

in cities is largely experienced through the more curated and less wild landscapes of urban parks, 

nature strips, vacant lots, urban waterways and yards that virtually ignore the needs of children12. 

Rapid generational shifts in children’s independent mobility in Australia and elsewhere have 

exacerbated children’s exclusion from their traditional geographies and relegated them, increasingly, 

to home, school and the back seat of the car13,14.  

These shifts in children’s geographies are contributing to what many refer to as a ‘nature-deficit 

disorder’, characterised by the loss of environmental knowledge (from spatial navigation and mental 

mapping to recognising biological species), poorer health and wellbeing, loss of social capital and 

reduced agency concerning shared resources15,16. For “different reasons, and in different ways, 

children experience the negative impacts of a public realm that is neglected, unwelcoming, unsafe or 

downright hostile”17 to their needs and their development as environmental custodians.  
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This has led to a sense of powerlessness amongst child citizens 18,19 which runs counter to practical and 

ethical goals of sustainability, goals which often urge protection of the environment for the sake of 

children and their future. It also runs counter to conceptions of childhood, which have been shifting 

towards a recognition of the “capacities and interest of children and young people in the here and 

now”20 rather than simply as ‘citizens-in-waiting’.  

Children are not merely future beneficiaries (or victims) of environmental decision-making: they can 

be co-producers of the ‘sustainability’ project in a manner that builds “knowledge, skills and social 

responsibility”21, both in the here and now and into the future. The following two applied research 

case studies from Melbourne, Australia are examples of how children’s citizenship can be more 

directly woven into urban sustainability projects. 

 
CHILDREN, AGENCY AND SUSTAINABILITY: TWO CASE STUDIES 
Our two cases focus on arts as a tool for environmental sustainability education amongst children 

(Running Wild) and on children’s civic participation in neighbourhood redesign as a vehicle for social 

sustainability in neighbourhoods (the Citizen Kid Planning Group). Both cases involved place-based 

activities in different areas in metropolitan Melbourne, Australia (Figure 1). 

 

 
Figure 1: The research sites for Cases One and Two in the metropolitan Melbourne Australia 

context (source: created by Andrea Cook using Google My Maps) 

 
Case One: Running Wild 
Running Wild was conducted in 2016 with the Royal Botanical Gardens Victoria, Polyglot Theatre and 

Year 6 students from Mahogany Rise Primary School. The aim of the six-week project was to examine 

children’s environmental education and place-making though outdoor learning and nature play at ‘The 

Pines’ (a wilderness reserve near the school) in partnership with local teaching artists, Indigenous 

elders and ecologists. 

In Running Wild, children became ‘designers’ of nature habitats in their local reserve, resulting in an 

installation, short film and performance attended by their families. The project used a number of arts-

science activities and tools to activate environmental awareness and identity around nature, materials 

and ecological processes, including: team building games, cubby-making, animal costume-making, 

Citizen Kid Planning Group: 
Morgan Court, Glenroy

Citizen Kid Planning Group: 
Sparta Place, Brunswick

Running Wild: 
The Pines, Frankston
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ecological field visits and indigenous knowledge walks. Running Wild sought to change the perception 

of nature as a distant and unfamiliar entity to one that entices curiosity, connection and agency and to 

reverse ‘nature-deficit’ trends seen in local children22 and more broadly23. 

The activities encouraged team work in negotiating and executing creative ideas but also drew upon 

psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of ‘flow’: a highly focused mental state that increases 

awareness, connectivity and well-being24. Our aim was to examine how enabling ‘flow’ in the natural 

environment – especially in the context of outdoor learning, performing, making or crafting together 

(as illustrated in Figure 2) – could lead to the children developing a greater understanding, connection 

and appreciation for their local reserve as well as an increased sense of playfulness, creativity and 

agency around environmental issues.  

 

 
Figure 2: Children participating in Running Wild,  

Melbourne Australia 2016 (photo credit: Kate Kantor) 

 

Case Two: Citizen Kid Planning Group 
As with the case of Running Wild, the 2012 Citizen Kid Planning Group (CKPG) was established to 

explore children’s agency as designers, but with a greater focus on neighbourhoods and built, social 

environments. The University of Melbourne project teamed with the City of Moreland (a municipality 

within the metropolitan boundaries of Melbourne, Australia) to explore different methodologies in co-

planning with children and how young people engage with the ‘realpolitik’25 of local decision making 

concerning place-based social sustainability and community building.  

Negotiations with Council secured two similar ‘live project’ sites: Sparta Place in Brunswick and 

Morgan Court in Glenroy (Figure 3). Both sites were budgeted ‘place making’ project sites within 

Council’s strategic planning processes but neither site was typical of sites usually chosen for ‘child-

friendly’ co-design work26 and the CKPG was the first involvement of children in the projects. An 

implicit goal of the site choice was that the CKPG process might expand children’s geographies, 

spatially, socially and civically.  
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Figure 3: Citizen Kid Planning Group Sites in Melbourne, Australia 2012 (photo credits: Andrea Cook) 

 

The Citizen Kid Planning Group brought together 13 children, aged nine to 12, from the two 

neighbourhoods and eight practitioner adults (urban design/planners, community planners, children’s 

services, health promotion and research officers and an elected Councillor) as co-planners engaged in 

the tasks and questions illustrated in Figure 4. A methodological assessment of how children and 

practitioners engaged with the different methods in negotiating outcomes was integral to the analysis 

of the research. 

 

 
Figure 4: Citizen Kid Planning Group activities (source: Cook 2014) 

 

LESSONS IN 'PLANTING CITIZENSHIP' 
Together, these two case studies in ‘planting citizenship’ prompted a number of lessons for the 

researchers with respect to children’s active engagement with ecological and social sustainability. The 

following is a discussion of three of those lessons. 

 

Lesson 1: Children’s civic participation is central to true sustainability 
A key goal of both case studies was to empower children to directly experience what it means to care 

for their environments and to contribute to their transformation, now and into the future. By exploring 

creative and participatory approaches to sustainability education, Running Wild enabled children to 

experience their own agency within the natural environment and the Citizen Kid Planning Group 

created similar opportunities for empowering children to engage with social and built environments. In 

Citizen Kid Planning Group Site 2: 
Sparta Place, Brunswick 

Citizen Kid Planning Group Site 1:  
Morgan Court, Glenroy 
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both cases, this growth in children’s civic agency was central to their narratives about sustainability 

and to their investment in being in nature and in community longer term.  

In Running Wild, researchers watched children evolving from what might be described as a being in a 

tentative or ‘awkward’ relationship with their environments to one of familiarity, responsibility and 

respect. Feelings of initial estrangement soon fell away as the children were exposed to the multi-

layered ‘stories of place’ through scientific, narrative and experiential learning with ecologists, artists 

and Indigenous elders. These learnings then informed their own creative responses to making habitats 

or ‘cubbies’ in the reserve using materials directly from the site (e.g. fallen branches). From initially 

complaining about mosquitos, the children soon began to talk favourably about the kinds of animals 

that might take refuge in their cubbies at night and, when it was time to return to school after one of 

the workshops, one girl exclaimed from inside her cubby, “but, it’s my home!”. This illustrated the 

connections children were experiencing with nature through the process of crafting it. 

In the Citizen Kid Planning Group, the children used social encounters from their initial site visit as 

points of reference that they actively worked into their redesigns of the two plazas. Children’s 

discussions with a local restauranteur in Sparta Place fed directly into their plans to encourage and 

reward child-friendly businesses with an ‘Epic Seal of Approval’. At Morgan Court, the children’s less 

positive social encounters (witnessing anti-social behaviours on their visit and experiencing poor 

perceptions of safety) prompted a vision of “the smell of happy people” (Figure 5) and a plan focused 

on whole-of-community celebration (e.g. community camp outs in the plaza). 

 

 
Figure 5: Planning towards the 'smell of happy people' in Morgan Court  

(source: Citizen Kid Planning Group guided visualisation by Chloe, aged 10) 

 

In both Running Wild and Citizen Kid Planning Group, the children’s interest in engaging with 

sustainability issues in an embedded and active way was evident in their comments about project 

strengths in process evaluation surveying. Children from Running Wild enjoyed “learning heaps of 

different things in the wild”, reporting that they would return “to have fun and explore” and “see my 

tree grow”. Citizen Kid Planning Group children enjoyed “working with the Council” and being in an 

environment that valued that “kids are citizens!” In both cases, children also extrapolated their 

experiences to their future-selves, sharing newfound goals to visit their sites and to investigate careers 

as rangers or public servants.  

Children’s growing confidence in their role in ‘sustainability’ was also narrated via how they shared 

their work with their families and other adults. In Running Wild, the children led ‘ranger tours’, 

community planting and performances at the reserve. In the Citizen Kid Planning Group, children 

shared their experiences as conference co-presenters and as ambassadors working with Council on 

other place-making projects. Both case studies, then, demonstrated the value of children’s agency to 

children themselves.  

 

Lesson 2: Citizenship-building needs facilitation  
Just as children gain new skills by their experience of doing, they also learn about agency by 

exercising it. In both Running Wild and Citizen Kid Planning Group demonstrated that the 

development of civic, coproduction and problem-solving skills was not just a spontaneous one but 

benefited from facilitator support by adults. By providing experiential learning experiences around 

sustainability that included citizenship-building elements, the two cases helped children to effectively 

deploy their voice and build political capital about shared spaces while also building technical, artistic 
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and cooperative skills through working with adults and peers. Such citizenship-building can open up 

new ways of learning and being together.  

At the start of the Citizen Kid Planning Group, when asked whether there was anything ‘particularly 

bad for kids’ at Sparta Place, Jarod27, nominated “the trees, ‘cause what if someone tried to climb them 

and fell?” While others immediately started climbing trees during the site visit, Jarod hung back and 

made several more comments about the risk of the climbing. With help from his new friends, however, 

Jarod tried climbing (Figure 6). This was transformative for Jarod, shifting his concern about risk and 

prompting energetic advocacy for the site with the wider community: when a passing mother and her 

toddler stopped to see what the group was doing, Jarod proudly announced that the CKPG was “gonna 

make this place good for kids!” 

 

 
Figure 6: Jarod experiences tree climbing in Sparta Place with the help of other children  

(photo credit: Andrea Cook) 

 

In Running Wild, the making of the cubbies created opportunities for teamwork through re-imagining 

a site with the materials at hand. Through this process, the children not only learned to connect with 

nature but also how to negotiate decisions with their peers as well as with the adults supervising the 

project. New leaders and friendships emerged through the process, highlighting new-found agencies 

but also, at times, new challenges within the group. As one child admitted, “it was really challenging 

working with some people that I don’t really like”, even when the activity of making cubbies was fun. 

Adults co-participating in both processes also underwent their own learning curves – to learn when to 

intervene, and when to allow the children to problem-solve situations by themselves. This meant 

allowing the children to work through their own team issues, to determine their own aesthetics and to 

design program and outcome preferences. It also involved helping children when they were unsure 

how to resolve an issue or go about a task. What emerged was a delicate balance of supporting 

children to realise their own ways of relating to ‘sustainability’ and to actively invest in helping 

children build agency through a process. 

 

Lesson 3: Sustainability requires mutual learning 
While these two case studies reinforced Fincher & Iveson’s contention that children don’t participate 

simply like small adults28, they also highlighted that approaches that work well with children are often 

‘synergistic with’ rather than ‘opposed to’ approaches that work for adults. Both Running Wild and the 

Citizen Kid Planning Group found that co-creating had benefits for both adults and children and that 

the learning processes were valued in different ways by all involved. 

The model-making in the Citizen Kid Planning Group, for example, was evaluated as one of the most 

successful methods, reinforcing that “maps should be built and sculpted as much as drawn”29 when 
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working with children. The appeal of model-making was observed for adult participants as well, 

however. Adults rolled up their sleeves and actively participated alongside the children in the model 

making (Figure 7) in a way not observed in earlier map making activities, when they hung back as 

‘observers’, despite encouragement to participate. The mutual effort in model-making translated into 

more useful products, with model making outcomes more represented in the final ideas for action. 

 

 
 

 

 

Similarly, the Running Wild researchers experienced the most success when engaged in the cubby 

making process as co-designers with the children. Both parties became immersed the ‘flow’ of nature-

crafting and in the stillness and serenity embodied in the task and space. Again, the tools that connect 

children to nature are ones that adults can engage with as well and both children and adults found the 

Running Wild tasks “peaceful; interesting; enjoyable; relaxing”.  

Deliberating and experimenting directly with children can challenge what ‘learning’ really is30 and 

requires an epistemological shift for many adults. This itself can be a revelation. To Michelle, one of 

the Citizen Kid Planning Group practitioners, the most powerful aspect of the process was that it gave 

adults license to “re-experience the excitement and creativity of being a kid and thinking like a kid” 

and that this was “a process that opened adults up too, and helped them learn and grow”. In Running 

Wild, exploring an environment with an Indigenous elder opened up new ways of seeing nature for 

adults as well as children and the children regularly reminded adults about the Indigenous significance 

of a plant or animal. Child citizens, then, are not just learners but also catalysts for what Dewey 

describes as ‘true science’: that which employs an “open minded and flexible wonder” characteristic 

of childhood but often dulled in adulthood31. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
In experimenting with approaches to building children’s agency and civic voice in relation to 

ecological and social sustainability, Running Wild and Citizen Kid Planning Group highlighted a 

number of important lessons. While focused on different aspects of ‘sustainability’, the two projects 

illustrated a consistency in viewing children as collaborators in (as opposed to just recipients of) eco-

social sustainability. Both facilitated citizenship-building as opposed to just education and developed 

methods that suited the mutual learning of child and adult audiences. 

When a child reflects that one of the important aspects of the project is that “I can collaborate much 

better than I could before” (Running Wild) or that “even kids have a voice and if they use it, they can 

change things” (Citizen Kid Planning Group), they are remarking on the importance of focusing on 

citizenship-building as a core aspect of sustainability. Experiential learning helps, in the words of a 

Running Wild participant, to “imagine things and try to put them into reality” and supports them in 

developing new skills – as citizens, not simply as students.  

This kind of learning is a key part to children’s development of spatial/ecological, social and civic 

literacies and fosters positive feelings about engaging with nature, society and civic structures, now 

and into the future. This, we argue, is the very definition of ‘sustainability’.  

Figure 7: CKPG model making draws in children (left) and adults (right) alike 
(photo credit: Jo Broom and Andrea Cook) 
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