Chapter 2

Children as Agents of Change
for Sustainable Development
Joachim von Braun

Abstract Children under the age of 15 represented 26 % of the world population
(893 million girls, 956 million boys) in 2014. They mainly live in low and middle
income countries. Children are exposed to current and future social, economic and
environmental sustainability problems, but are also potential agents of change for
sustainability, even in childhood. This paper explores how the role of children can
be enhanced by transformative education in support of their experiences in discovery, participation, and agency of change. Action-related projects and new
information technologies offer opportunities. The tremendous diversity of the living
conditions of the world’s children (e.g. related to their age, gender, rural/urban,
poor/non-poor, cultural contexts, discrimination and marginality), and the types of
children’s respective sustainability problems need to be considered. Experiences
with children’s roles as agents of change for sustainability (incl. influence on adults’
behavior) are reviewed, based on educational initiatives related to innovation,
environmental protection, consumption, health, water and sanitation, and caring for
others. Such actions are to be considered as promising public investments in sustainability. Recognition of children’s potential role as agents of change implies that
concepts of investment in education should not just be guided by human capital
formation for life-time earnings in markets and by cultural dimensions, but should
be expanded by inclusion of externalities of children’s contributions to a sustainable
development of societies.

2.1

Introduction

Never before has the world had so many children. Children need protection, must
have access to quality education to reach their potential, but children can also play
critical roles as agents of change in their families and communities. The latter is the
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focus of this paper.1 Children’s agency is elaborated, and experiences with initiatives of children’s active engagement for sustainable development are reviewed.
The building of human capital and social capital intersect in education for sustainability and related children’s agency. Schools can play key roles not only for
children’s understanding of sustainability in its local and global dimensions, but
also for fostering their active roles in making a difference themselves, throughout
childhood and the transition into adulthood.
The number of children in the world has now reached a peak of about 1.9 billion.
They represent 26 % of the world population. The absolute number will be about
the same in 2050, but then children will make up 21 % of the world population (UN
Department for Economic and Social Affairs 2015).
A large share of the world’s children live in poverty and will be severely affected
by sustainability problems. Can children play a direct role even throughout childhood to address sustainability in its four dimensions, that is, socially, environmentally, economically and culturally? Even if children’s contributions were only
small on a per child basis, the mere number of the world’s children suggests that
their role for global advancement of sustainability may become large, provided that
children’s rights and related programs are facilitated for and with them.
In the past, the potential children might have had to influence their social
environment and to generate public goods was neglected and in most parts of the
world this still is the case. This paper will focus on the role of the agency of
children for development. ‘Agency’ is understood here as a person’s active initiative toward the achievement of a goal, that is, actions undertaken in order to have
an impact on someone or something.
Relevant case studies that are globally situated are considered to evaluate the
actual scope and identify possible results. Children’s potential of making use of
their right to participation can be constrained by several factors such as exclusion
and inequality. Wealth-based inequality is a global phenomenon. Children need
cognitive stimulus to fully unfold their capacities, and this stimulus is often not
given in poor households (The World Bank 2015).
To this day, the probability of having less than 4 years of formal education
increases if a child is born poor; the term ‘education poverty’ is used in this context
(UNESCO 2010). However, higher household income does not necessarily translate
into higher school attendance per se. In low income countries, in which a large share
of poor people still rely on agriculture, children often actively participate in the work
force. This ‘wealth paradox’ (Kielland and Tovo 2006) partly explains that school
attendance does not linearly increase with household income. This phenomenon can
take the shape of a U-curve meaning that, for example, a rural household with a low
income will most likely send their children to school because there might be no work
for them in the household or on the farm. Increasing income can be associated with a

1

Most helpful research support and advice for developing this paper by Katharina Friederike
Gallant and Kristina Mensah, both at Center for Development Research (ZEF), University of
Bonn, is gratefully acknowledged.

2 Children as Agents of Change for Sustainable Development

19

higher workload, such that children are required to work, and as a consequence their
school attendance will suffer. However, if the household income increases further,
the household may rely on more efﬁcient adult workers and labor-saving technology,
and send their children to school in view of long-run expected returns on education
investments. The wealth paradox can be seen as the tradeoff of opportunity costs. In
this context, providing improved school infrastructure and more equipment alone
does not have much impact (Banerjee et al. 2007).
Inequalities can also be found between children living in rural areas compared to
those living in urban areas. In many low income countries, child labor is a rural
phenomenon (Admassie 2003). Children who have to work and go to school often
have lower academic scores due to exhaustion. Furthermore, gender inequality is
still present especially regarding school attendance in low income countries. The
probability of participating in child labor is higher for girls than for boys. In
addition, more boys are enrolled in school and thus have the possibility to beneﬁt
from more years of education (Ersado 2005). When children do attend school,
quality of schooling matters a lot. The conditions of education, which especially
poor children are subject to result in sixth grade students in many African countries
only reaching a level of literacy and numeracy of 20–30 % of the competence levels
expected under more favorable circumstances (SACMEQ 2016).
Given these considerations, the following two questions are addressed:
1. How may the potential of children as catalysts or agents of change for sustainable development be nurtured in responsible ways?
2. How can children’s agency for sustainable development be scaled up through
education in different settings, especially among the poor?
Following this introduction is a section, which provides a brief historical background on the concept of childhood and education. The third section introduces the
case studies and the fourth section discusses the potential of information and
communications technology (ICT)-based approaches to foster children’s agency for
sustainability. The ﬁfth section will conclude with implications for policy initiatives
to enhance children’s agency with education for sustainability.

2.2
2.2.1

Concept of Childhood and of Children’s Agency
Deﬁning the Concept’s Elements

The debate about children’s nature and their potential and right to agency has deep
historical and cultural roots. The term ‘agency’ in this context means that a person
actively initiates an action directed towards achieving a speciﬁc goal (Fig. 2.1). In
other words, a person’s action has an impact on someone or something (Reunamo
2009). Agency of children means that they actively take part not only in the process
of decision-making but that they are also engaged in the following action-taking
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Fig. 2.1 Elements of agency

(Stuhmcke 2012). This could mean that children become educators not only for
their peers but also for adults. In this context, children’s role in development is also
described as catalytic (Davis 2009).
The concept of education is understood as a means of socializing and thus
integrating children into society. More speciﬁcally, the term ‘education’ refers to
the (intrinsic) value of being educated as well as to various learning contents such
as knowledge in visual and performing arts or (foreign) language skills. Education
can also be viewed as the imparting of a certain value system in order to shape the
character of the student. Among such values may be the ideal of maintaining an
open heart and mind which, again, would be favorable for continued learning and
education. A somewhat similar orientation towards future activities is also given
through an education that stresses the importance of responsibilities held by the
individual or society as a whole.
Related to the ideal of responsible behavior of society and economy is also the
concept of ‘sustainability’, a term which was ﬁrst coined by von Carlowitz
(1713/2013) in the context of making forestry environmentally sustainable for the
beneﬁt of society. Following the World Commission on Environment and
Development (WCED) and its publication of the so-called Brundtland Report
(United Nations 1987) as well as the Agenda 21 for Culture (United Cities and
Local Governments 2015), sustainable development shall be achieved by taking
into consideration the environmental, the social, the economic, and the cultural
dimension. Understanding education and rights in this context implies that children
and youth should not be exploited for any purposes, but that education means
practicing responsible guidance and taking children and their needs and knowledge
seriously (UNESCO 2005).
For the ﬁrst time in the history of UN development goals, the so-called
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) make explicit reference to children’s
agency:
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“What we are announcing today – an Agenda for global action for the next ﬁfteen years—
is a charter for people and planet in the twenty-ﬁrst century. Children and young women
and men are critical agents of change (emphasis added) and will ﬁnd in the new Goals a
platform to channel their inﬁnite capacities for activism into the creation of a better world”
(United Nations 2015, § 51).

This statement is expressed merely as a philosophical underpinning in the introductory section “Call for action to change our world”. The actual SDGs and their
respective targets appropriately emphasize child health, education, gender
inequality, and children’s rights—they do not comprise a concrete goal or target
related to children’s agency.

2.2.1.1

Ethical, Religious, and Historical Perspectives

Different world religions and schools of ethics differ in their perspective on the role
of children. Christianity emphasizes protecting, respecting, and recognizing children’s spiritual role (Matthew 19:13–14, 18:2–5). A quite remarkable statement can
be found in Mark 9:35–37, where Jesus equates a child with his twelve followers,
that is, with his agents of change.
In the Jewish tradition, it is the responsibility of the parents or, if they are unable
to fulﬁll this role, that of the community to educate children so that they can live up
to their maximum capability and lead a life that is in accordance with Jewish
morality and spirituality. In this way, children are recognized as essential and
existential to the wellbeing of the community and to the continuance of the Jewish
ethnicity, culture, and religion (Rosen 2004).
In Islam, the legal and ethical code deﬁnes responsibilities of parents prior to the
birth of a child and throughout childhood (Gilandi, 2009). Major emphasis is laid
on the importance of education since acquiring knowledge is perceived as a religious duty. Through the educationally-fostered development of children’s intellectual capabilities, children are integrated into their community (Al-Azhar
University and UNICEF 2005).
Confucius’ (551?-479? BC) thought on education clearly emphasizes the need
for education and study, which he regarded of utmost importance for the (moral)
development of men (Riegel 2013).
In modernity, the discourse on education and children’s agency was strongly
influenced by philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) who emphasized
that children were innately good (Reese 2001) and willing to learn for which reason
children should interact with their environment (Palmer et al. 2001). Educational
reformer Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827) went one step further and postulated that children should be enabled to help themselves (Pestalozzi 1994). This
also implies that older children should help younger children and thus become
agents and enablers of change themselves. The philosophy of education developed
by Maria Montessori (1870–1952), again, expresses the belief that children should
become their own agents of change (Montessori 2013).
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Despite this evolving thought on education and children’s agency in Europe,
research in the ﬁeld of environmental education has given only minimal attention to
children’s ability to have an impact on their parents’ and other adults’ knowledge and
actions (Ballantyne et al. 1998). At the same time, existing studies on environmental
education programs indicate that students do share their obtained knowledge with
their parents and thereby influence household behavior (Ballantyne et al. 2001).
Moreover, research-based recommendations suggest that education for sustainable
development should begin early on in children’s educational careers (Davis 2009) as
the starting point for lifelong learning on sustainability (Davis et al. 2009).
In this way, the goal of education should be to enhance the commitment and skills
of children and youth for the global transition to sustainability (Stuhmcke 2012).

2.2.1.2

Conceptual Framework

Figure 2.2 depicts a framework of children’s agency for sustainability which is
based on the above-mentioned concepts and observations. It shows how children, if
educated in a stimulating and participatory way, can act as agents of change and
thus may have an impact on their family and peers as well as on their entire local
community. This impact will ideally foster people’s livelihood and actions towards
a sustainable future. If sustainability in all its dimensions is enhanced, this will
further influence how children are perceived and treated in the educational sector
and society as a whole. In this way, there is an interdependency of teaching sustainability and stimulating children, on the one hand, and children as agents of

Fig. 2.2 Framework: children’s agency for sustainability
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change, on the other hand. However, with regard to the two questions posed above,
it is important to notice that children’s potential as catalysts for a sustainable
development can be nurtured through support on the part of the public and the
private sector as well as through a civil society that respects and appreciates children’s agency and is ready to enforce children’s rights.
There are, however, some basic preconditions that have to be met so that children’s agency can unfold (see bottom right of Fig. 2.2). Given that globally one in
three children under the age of ﬁve are malnourished, improving children’s consumption of micronutrients, preventing and treating infections, and ﬁghting stunting
in general are basic preconditions for children’s agency that must be addressed.
Enhancing children’s health, nutrition, and literacy is essential. Otherwise, their
cognitive capacity is impaired (Hoddinott et al. 2008). Naturally, these measures
apply especially in the case of children who would otherwise remain marginalized
due to their own or their family’s poverty (von Braun and Gatzweiler 2014).
Millions of poor children, and homeless street children in particular, exercise
agency by being economically active in the informal labor market and in services
inside and outside of households. Overcoming this burden is also a precondition for
children’s agency for sustainability. Fundamentally, childhood needs to be redeﬁned to tap and foster children’s potential role as catalysts for sustainability.

2.3

Promising Examples for Children as Agents of Change
for Sustainability

Such a redeﬁnition of childhood in favor of children’s agency is far from being
ubiquitously accepted. Yet there are some positive examples of children-led education and science initiatives, which address one or more of the outlined dimensions
of sustainability (see Fig. 2.3). Six of the examples briefly characterized in Fig. 2.3
were chosen as case studies to provide further insight into means of fostering
children’s agency.
One of the most internationally-present examples of child education regarding
environmental change are so-called Eco-Schools (Eco-Schools, n.d.). 46,000
schools operate in 58 countries. However, most schools are located in Europe and,
compared to the global north, the global south is less represented. The purpose of
these institutes of education is to improve the environment of the school itself as
well as that of the broader community by empowering students of all age groups.
To achieve this goal, children are viewed as decision-makers and they are
encouraged to collaborate to attain an environmental improvement of their context.
Whereas students from Eco-Schools demonstrate a higher awareness of environmental issues, students’ environmental behavior and their preservation values do
not seem to be positively influenced by this type of schooling (Boeve-de Pauw and
Van Petegem 2013).
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Fig. 2.3 Review of children-led education and science initiatives related to sustainability

An examination of child-centered approaches to disaster risk reduction in El
Salvador and the Philippines comes to the conclusion that children actually do take
action in favor of risk reduction (Mitchell et al. 2009). In the analyzed contexts,
children of all age groups were encouraged to increase their awareness of disaster
risk in their community. Children’s agency was expressed in that children were able
to influence their parents to act upon, for example, the risk of a landslide threatening
to destroy their school.
Stimulating children and youth to take action is also the focus of two broader
science and education initiatives: Within the context of Germany’s “Jugend
forscht” program (Fasse et al. 2015) children and youth from fourth grade (approximately age nine or ten) through young adulthood (age 21) are encouraged to
research natural sciences. On a yearly basis, competitions are organized during
which awards are given to the best submitted proposals. This approach clearly
engages children in decision-making and problem-solving activities and thus views
them as valuable agents. Moreover, participants often focus on science as a means
to promote sustainability (Fasse et al. 2015).
Barefoot Colleges in India (Barefoot College, 2015) offer education for children
from poor families in rural regions of six Indian states. At these colleges, children
get to choose their own curriculum (younger children can attend crèches). Covered
topics range from solar electriﬁcation to livelihood development and thus cover all
four dimensions of sustainability. In so doing, Barefoot Colleges serve as community action programs with schools which empower children through attending
collaborative classes and working on creative projects (Roy and Hartigan 2008).
Children’s agency in the context of health, nutrition, and agriculture was also
conﬁrmed through two research and action initiatives conducted in Peru and Ghana,
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respectively. The research project located in Peru examined to which extent health
information regarding livestock transmitted diseases and disease prevention provided to children (age 6–17) had an influence on their parents’ actions (Maruyama
et al. 2012). Indeed children were found to act as vectors that stimulated health
conscious behavior in their fathers. In this way, children’s agency can foster the
quality and extension of treatment opportunities.
Strengthening children’s agency through access to technology that enhances
their roles in their communities is a growing opportunity, as certain technologies
become more affordable. An example of the positive influence of available technology on children’s agency was realized within the scope of the research project:
Ghanaian youth from age 12–16 were trained in their school context on sophisticated water testing equipment to assess the water quality of their households
(Okyere et al. 2015). Results showed that children equipped this way educated
other household members on hygiene problems and on how to keep drinking water
clean at home and in the ﬁeld. Thus, in the context of this research project,
acknowledging children’s agency improved the quality of drinking water.

2.4

Fostering Children’s Agency Through ICT

Information and communications technologies (ICT) change the context of social
and economic development (Torero and von Braun 2006). This also applies to the
role children take in relation to their community.
In this way, an approach to strengthen the agency especially of marginalized
children may be to improve their access to ICT. Various projects and research
initiatives draw a rather heterogeneous picture of the feasibility and impact of such
approaches. This heterogeneity is likely due to differences in the quality of the
provided software and the exact setting in which ICT was integrated into school
education (Murnane and Ganimian 2014; Light 2016).
The perhaps most broadly known of these projects is the One Laptop Per Child
(OLPC) concept established by Nicholas Negroponte and presented at the World
Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in January 2005. The OLPC project
attempted to distribute to poor schoolchildren up to 15 million low-cost laptops
annually as of the end of 2007 in order to give marginalized children access to
software and information that would increase their self-dependent learning.
Negroponte’s vision may still be ahead of its times, and he has so far been unable to
fully meet this ambitious goal regarding the mere distribution of the laptops as well
as their actual impact on children’s learning (Kraemer et al. 2009). An evaluation of
the OLPC program conducted in Peru, for example, came to the conclusion that
children’s basic computer skills increased but that the access to ICT in school did
not have an effect on literacy- and numeracy-related test scores. Yet general cognitive skills were positively affected (Cristia et al. 2012). Another evaluation
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assessed the impact of the OLPC program on migrant children in China. Here, the
program not only improved children’s basic computer skills but also increased their
math test scores. However, in this speciﬁc context children were entitled to take the
laptops home and the devices provided for software that directly supported the math
contents covered in class. Furthermore, this evaluation observed that participating
in the OLPC program improved children’s self-esteem (Mo et al. 2013).
Other studies evaluated the impact of computer-assisted learning (CAL) in India.
Linden (2008) found that CAL was only supportive to children’s learning if offered
as an additional out-of-school activity, whereas if used to substitute for regular
classes student’s performance in math tests decreased. Then again, Banerjee et al.
(2007) assessed the impact of a 2-year CAL program which was offered as a mixed
in-class-out-of-class approach on students’ mathematical skills and came to the
conclusion that children’s test scores increased. However, the CAL program was
more expensive than the tutoring program “Balsakhi”, a remedial education intervention in the context of which a young adult from the local community serves as a
tutor for children in second, third, and fourth grade who have fallen behind their
peers with respect to basic numeracy and literacy skills. Yet another research
initiative (Mitra and Dangwal 2010) found that marginalized school children in
India beneﬁted from self-dependent group learning with a computer with internet
access and that this effect on their test scores was further enhanced by contact to
local or online mediators.
Other ICT programs like “mJangle” (SenMobile 2015) rely on the broad distribution of smart phones in Africa and in so doing aim to improve pre-school and
primary education of marginalized children via Apps. Yet other programs use
interactive radio instruction to compensate for a lack of qualiﬁed pre-school
teachers in rural and urban environments (Hinostroza et al. 2014).
This brief overview shows that there is a variety of small- and large-scale ICT
projects and research initiatives. Nevertheless, there remains a lack of systematic
impact evaluations and an aggregation of the ﬁndings on a meta-level (Hinostroza
et al. 2014). Furthermore, on a practical level, the issue of availability of basic
hardware from access to electricity to a reliable Internet connection (Light 2016.)
has to be tackled and the privacy protection of children has to be secured (Kelly
2013). These constraints are probably going to be overcome in coming years. The
potential of ICT projects goes far beyond in-school test scores: Literacy and
numeracy are of great importance in lifting poor children out of their marginalized
situation and pave the way to higher science education and related empowerment.
Research also indicates that ICT used in a non-formal setting may improve the
agency of children on a much broader scale and help to overcome the gender gap
prevalent in access to information and learning materials (Kozma 2005). Giving
children access to ICT may allow them to increase their agency for sustainability
virtually on their own. Moreover, it may permit children to inter-connect with each
other globally, and thereby, for instance, bring locally isolates sustainability initiatives to scale.

2 Children as Agents of Change for Sustainable Development

2.5

27

Implications for Education Policy and Sustainability
Actions

Seeking sustainability within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(2015), that is, “[making] development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (United Nations 1987), could already be interpreted as a mandate to
give those a voice who are directly affected by the future, namely the children. It is
within this context that responsible enhancement of children’s agency has to be
considered.
Various education and science initiatives around the world have already integrated children’s roles as agents of change. They provide evidence that children,
indeed, have the potential to be catalysts for enhanced sustainability in their local
environment and beyond. Throughout history the perception and role of children
have been subject to change. It may, again, be time to redeﬁne childhood and the
role of children both in today’s society and for future generations. This does not
necessarily mean breaking with long-standing religious and philosophical traditions
of the meaning of “childhood”. However, with new and emerging technology and
inter-connectedness among children, they themselves may be about to redeﬁne their
childhoods.
From the above review of small and large initiatives, the following implications
for action and policy support shall be highlighted:
1. Invest in poor children’s preconditions for agency: in order to have the capacity
to function as agents of change, children’s living conditions need to be
improved to meet certain standards regarding their health and nutritional status.
Marginalizing factors such as poverty, gender inequality, illiteracy, and child
labor have to be overcome.
2. Strengthen the role of research on children’s agency: through experimental
designs and impact analysis of existing initiatives, scientiﬁc research can
identify best ﬁts of enhanced children’s agency in diverse (school) contexts.
Obviously, experiments with children need to follow strict ethical standards of
informed consent etc.
3. Sharing experiences with child agency worldwide: the accessibility of knowledge obtained through research and practical experience should be increased
through social media in order to enable people to learn from example. Children
as agents of change have to be part of this process.
4. Facilitating a web-based global platform on which children can meet and share
their experience about sustainability related projects would be of great importance. The examples of the children-led education and science initiatives clearly
show the potential of children and youth as agents of change. Yet the selective
initiatives need scaling up. School systems could facilitate such platform
opportunities, as many school children do not yet have web access.
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