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ABSTRACT: This paper first makes a case for the importance of democratic sustainable architecture 
education for children, due to their capability and right to have a say in the design of their environments, as 
well as their role as future stewards of the environment.   It then uses findings from the Eco-classroom 
Project in a New Zealand primary school, to explain how the project managed aspects of inevitability, that 
could easily have been seen as negative, in a positive way that led to greater involvement of students and 
a wider sphere of influence within the community.   Through quotes obtained from interviewing the project 
architect, this is linked to traditional or cultural ways-of-working, now largely defunct in the Western world.  
These necessitated on-going community and family input and connections as knowledge and skills were 
handed on through generations in huge urban projects such as cathedrals.  This led to greater meaning of 
these buildings within families and the community, perhaps comparable to the value changes observed in 
students involved in the eco-classroom project.  Consideration is made of whether the model used for the 
eco-classroom project has similarities to historical systems of building, and what place this may have as a 
model for sustainable architectural education in school co-design projects.  Finally, a contrast is made to 
the recent Building Schools for the Future (BSF) Programme in the United Kingdom.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Architectural education for children is a movement gaining momentum due to the acknowledged importance of engaging 
young people culturally, spatially and environmentally with buildings.  Director of Arkki, School of Architecture for Children 
and Youth, Finland, Pihla Meskanen (2008: slide 62), expresses it as, “Architecture education for young people helps us 
create a deeper understanding of our surroundings and a demand for a better environment in the future.”  In this regard a 
recent project at a New Zealand primary school to co-design and build an eco-classroom with students has been unique 
in the way it has positively managed the inevitable changeover of students during the long-term nature (four plus years) of 
the project.   
 
The project architect likened the resulting mentoring and scaffolded learning process, whereby knowledge and skills were 
passed on, to large-scale historic building projects, such as cathedrals, and the way knowledge might traditionally be 
passed on within families and communities, and between generations.  This way of working is fast disappearing, with 
modern systems, machinery and technology, yet findings from my research into the eco-classroom project indicated that 
the process followed led to deeper meaning and learning about sustainable architecture.  This is more likely to result in 
permanent behaviour changes towards the environment in the future.  This kind of learning is ‘on the edge’ and ably 
bridges the gap between theory and practice – both pedagogically and architecturally.  
 
 
1. POST MODERN EDUCATIONAL THEORY 
 
Emerging since the 1990s, the post-modern construction of childhood has provided a pedagogical and social view of 
children’s lives and learning, which has an interdisciplinary base grounded in philosophy, sociology and psychology 
(Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence 1999).  This  has seen the emergence of a view of children as strong, empowered and full of 
potential; what Loris Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emilia preschools in Northern Italy, termed a ‘rich child’ (Edwards, 
Gandini, & Forman 1993). 
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As a result Piaget’s modernist developmental model for children’s learning with its ‘hands-off’ approach (Raban et al. 
2007) has been challenged by socio-constructivist proposals such as Vygotsky’s (1978) scaffolding and Rogoff’s (2003) 
co-construction.  These emphasise the importance of adult role models to help scaffold learners across the ‘zone of 
proximal development’ as Vygotsky (1978) referred to it, in a partnership of co-constructed learning  (Jordan 2004; Rogoff 
2003).  
 
Global educational literature (e.g. UNESCO 1977; 1992), followed by New Zealand (e.g. Ministry of Education 1999) 
points pedagogically towards the importance of a democratic or participatory approach to education for sustainability 
(EfS) with children. This approach has also been linked to action-taking projects in EfS (Jensen & Schnack 1997), which 
is about education ‘for’ the environment (i.e. values-based), rather than projects ‘about’ (knowledge-based) or ‘in’ (skills-
based) the environment (Tilbury 1995).  Empowering  people, especially school students through ownership of real-life 
authentic projects and associated decision-making has greater potential to permanently change attitudes and behaviour 
towards the environment through learning transformations (Fien & Greenall Gough 1996).  According to Mardon (2007) 
there is increasing interest among New Zealand schools to tackle environmentally sustainable building projects within 
school grounds, as the realisation is made that EfS in schools needs to be holistic and encompass grounds and buildings. 
In addition schools interact as a community within the wider community of their situation, and it is recommended that 
environmental examples for EfS, begin locally, especially with the community (Chawla & Cushing 2007). 
 
 
2. PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN IN THE DESIGN OF THEIR ENVIRONMENTS 
 
One of the most well-known models indicating types of children’s participation is Hart’s ‘ladder of participation’, first 
published in 1992 in a UNICEF Innocenti essay (Hart 1997).  This has since been widely interpreted, including being 
applied to projects as a measuring tool, and modified (e.g. Driskell 2002; Shier 2001). The model proposed that the 
bottom three rungs of the ladder (1. Manipulation, 2. Decoration, 3. Tokenism) were ‘non-participation’.  The top five 
rungs (4. Assigned but informed, 5. Consulted and informed, 6. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with children, 7. Child-
initiated and directed, 8. Child-initiated, shared decisions with adults) are all degrees of ‘genuine participation’ (Hart 1997: 
41).  Driskell (2002) distributed Hart’s eight categories across a graph that represented increasing community interaction 
and collaboration on the x axis and increasing decision-making and change-affect powers on the y axis.  The result is 
more holistically referenced and avoids a linear interpretation that is an inherent weakness of the ladder metaphor.  
 
In a recent book chapter, Hart (2008) emphasised the role of the model was to represent differing degrees to which adults 
enable children agency of decision-making and involvement, not sequentially reached levels (as is easy to assume with a 
linear model). Hart states one of his criteria for a participatory project was that participants have volunteered, although he 
acknowledges this is a contemporary Western nations model of child-rearing, since both in Western cultures historically 
and non-Western cultures now, a tradition of ‘apprentices’ prevailed whereby children participated in tasks and skill 
development under decreasing tutelage of adults.   Traditionally, participation therefore happened of necessity, rather 
than in contemporary Western society where it is separated into a ‘right’, for example through the drafting and widespread 
ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child or CRC (UNHCHR 1989).  This traditional 
approach focused on role models and those with more experience to teach and hand on skills, which resonates with the 
eco-classroom project due to a combination of its practical nature and long time frame, which necessitated handing-on 
knowledge and skills to different student groups.  
 
Participation of children in design of their environments is a relatively new concept and design and management 
practitioners are therefore often uncertain about it, feeling it untenably lengthens the design process and therefore the 
budget.  Yet there are many advantages to carrying it out, especially in the school environment.  One of the most 
important is it potentially provides participating students (the terms ‘students’ and ‘children’ will be used interchangeably 
in this paper) with integrated learning opportunities (e.g. written and oral communication, teamwork, research, maths, 
science, art, environmental sustainability) during the process of planning, designing and assisting in construction of their 
built environments (Sorrell & Sorrell 2005).  This adds layers of meaning and learning both to the experience and 
subsequent use of these spaces (Iltus & Hart 1995).  As a result, it is frequently believed it has the potential to empower 
children by giving them a say in their school environment (Burke 2007; Koralek & Mitchell 2005).  Other benefits include 
acknowledging children’s particular needs (Francis & Lorenzo 2002) and the fact that children bring different perspectives 
and fresh ideas that adults would probably never think of (Sutton & Kemp 2006).   The resulting space is therefore better 
utilised by young people, and through generation of greater ownership, less likely to be vandalized (Iltus & Hart 1995).  
However, while children are natural designers, being free of the constraints adulthood brings (Koralek & Mitchell 2005) 
and possessing unique knowledge of the places they inhabit, such as schools (Sorrell & Sorrell 2005), they also lack skills 
to achieve a complex built structure. 
 

In the last five years the concept of school co-design projects has gathered some political momentum. For example, the 
United Kingdom embarked on a programme of government-funded school renewal with a sustainability and participatory 
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focus, called ‘Building Schools for the Future’ (BSF) for secondary schools, until the project was recently scrapped (Curtis 
2010) due to a change of government and recessionary economics.  BSF had a target of re-building or refurbishing all 
secondary schools by 2020 (Parnell, Cave & Torrington 2008) with an estimated investment of approximately £22 billion 
(Newman & Thomas 2008).  The BSF programme was ambitious and filled with potential to create newer and more 
sustainable building stock in the United Kingdom, as well as gear student learning towards 21st century philosophies 
regarding EfS and participatory processes.  However, there was some fine-tuning needed.  For example, in comparison 
to the eco-classroom project, a significant issue I identified was that the focus of BSF, in reality, was on building 
exemplary schools, rather than involving students in their design. In other words the ‘outcome’ focus compromised the 
participatory importance of ‘process’ as time constraints resulting from the speed it was being rolled out, coupled with lack 
of knowledge of the processes by the different groups such as architects, contractors, facilitators and school 
management; reduced the meaningful involvement and therefore learning potential by students.  For example, den 
Besten, Horton & Kraftl (2008) carried out interviews with a number of local authority officials whose job it was to enact 
the BSF programme between schools and designers.  Their results showed that requirements, budgets, issues of debate 
and personalities, plus other day-to-day limitations were often preventing the ideal of participation.  One aspect identified 
by these authors as hindering the process when projects spanned several years, was student turnover.  This can be 
contrasted with the positive way student turnover was managed in the eco-classroom project, which spanned more than 
four years.   
 
It was also raised, with regard to BSF, that simply teaching students the role of the architect in building design does not 
lead to changed behaviours in terms of the environment (Wheeler 2009).  This author proposed that a different approach 
is needed to equip students to deal with the unknown but inevitable ramifications of climate change.  With regard to 
findings from the eco-classroom project, I propose that a shift towards a path of action-oriented, values-focused 
environmental education such as indicated in Jensen and Schnack’s (1997) ‘action competence’ would lead to deeper 
learning in students about sustainable architecture, in any future replacement programmes for BSF.  However this would 
require greater commitment to democratic or participatory practice and a change from outcome-driven to process-
focused.  The literature highlights this (e.g. Blundell Jones 2005; Chiles 2005; Sorrell & Sorrell 2005) and it was likewise 
strongly indicated in my results.  For example the project architect stated, “…the building probably doesn’t reflect the spirit 
of what the whole thing has been about.  …actually the process has been far more important”.  At the opening of the eco-
classroom, the principal echoed this, saying: 

It’s cost a lot and we’ve still got to pay for this [what has been built so far] before we can add to it in future 
projects.  But when you think about it in terms of the learning for all those children over five years, it’s 
cheap.  And it’s not about the building, it’s the process.  We could really knock this down right now and it 
wouldn’t matter. 

The following sections present results from my research, and show that the way the eco-classroom project was managed 
in terms of how the passing on of knowledge between student groups led to a wider circle of involvement in the project, 
endorsement and deepening of what was learned, and a return to regarding place and space-making as a long-term 
community engagement that went beyond didactic ‘apprenticeships’. 
 
 
3. RESEARCH OUTLINE 
 
 3.1. Enviroschools 
The Enviroschools Foundation is an NGO committed to “children and young people empowered to contribute to a 
sustainable world in their own unique and creative ways” (Mardon, Price & Dennis 2005:10).  It is open to all New 
Zealand pre-school, primary and secondary schools to join and access the learning resources that form the Enviroschools 
Programme.  Projects are chosen under the main themes of ecological buildings, living landscapes, healthy water and 
precious energy.  Consequentially,  the journey chosen at every school is different, as is the resulting story.  Participation 
and community development are foundational principles (Mardon et al. 2005) of the programme, which advocates a 
‘whole-school approach’ to EfS (Shallcross & Robinson 2008), subscribing to Driskell’s (2002:40) “shared decision-
making” between all participants.  
 

3.2. Eco-classroom project 

The study school was a public primary school situated in the suburbs of a New Zealand city.  It had 600 enrolments aged 
5-11 and its government decile rating of 10 (highest) reflects the high socio-economic neighbourhoods from which it 
draws its student body.   
 
Since late 2005 an annually changing group of students aged 9-11 years, who had chosen EfS electives at the school, 
worked on an architectural project to co-design and co-construct an eco-classroom that utilises eco-technology or low 
impact design principles (i.e. minimising environmental impact by using recycled & environmentally sustainable materials 
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and technologies).  As a project carried out within the New Zealand NGO Enviroschools Programme, an action-planning 
approach was taken with students firstly identifying an issue, followed by exploring alternatives, taking action and 
reflecting throughout (Mardon et al. 2005).  The issue in this case was the need for a dedicated and special place for 
developing resources & teaching EfS, as well as functioning as a welcoming and environmentally friendly space for other 
school and community groups to use.  
 
Following the early investigative work in 2006-2008, a concept plan and model of the eco-classroom was developed. This 
was led by the student’s research and decisions, in conjunction with the school’s Lead Environmental Education (EE) 
teacher as facilitator and a local architecture firm.  Students also played a leading role in presenting and disseminating 
information about the project to both the school and wider community, including the Board of Trustees (BoT) for the 
school (who have considerable input into the management, especially financial, of the school) and potential project 
sponsors.  The latter was necessary because the New Zealand Government did not fund the building. 
 
Detailed drawings followed and tender documents were prepared in 2009, with help from a project manager 
(environmental engineer) appointed for this purpose.  Students then contributed to construction e.g. laying insulation 
material, pre-wiring electrical cable and making clay bricks for a heat-absorbing feature wall behind the pellet-burning 
fireplace. The building opened in December 2009 although existing work to complete it and new projects associated with 
it will be ongoing.  The project is believed to be the first of its kind in a New Zealand school and had ongoing support and 
involvement from the principal, other school staff, parents and the BoT.   
 
In summary the design process was complex, requiring sophisticated management.  While to a degree it mimicked the 
standard relationship between an adult client (i.e. with limited knowledge of design and construction and a big ‘wish’ list) 
and an architect (with specialist design and materials knowledge), and is therefore one of negotiation and compromise, it 
also differed in some key aspects, which created a number of challenges.  These were observed to be as follows: 

• There were many more ‘clients’ (potentially 35 at once). 
• The building design process was integrated into school curriculum learning, which added a considerable time 

factor. 
• The second stakeholder layer was large (comprising other students and staff, parents and BoT). 
• The clients were children learning about energy conservation and principles of ‘green building’ who wanted to 

apply this knowledge in the design process. 
• Student groups changed annually, both as children moved off to Intermediate school, and as new students came 

into the different electives that were run on the eco-classroom. 
 

3.3. Research design 
A qualitative method of narrative inquiry (Clandinin 2007) was chosen for the study, whereby participants’ views or stories 
were collected and analysed. It was deemed particularly important to include both children’s and adults’ voices because 
of the ‘shared decision-making’ philosophy of this project and to enable comparison and triangulation.  
 
Stories were collected in three ways.  In 2008 focus groups were held with students (aged 9-11 years) who were involved 
in a working party for the project, and parents of these students completed questionnaires.  In 2009 interviews were 
conducted with key adult stakeholders (architect, project manager, school principal, Lead EE teacher, BoT member and 
Enviroschools facilitator). All participants were asked questions about student learning in the project including 
development of knowledge (cognitive), skills (psychomotor) and attitudes and values (affective).  This reflected the 
importance of detecting behaviour changes, commensurate with EfS approaches such as action competence. 
  
It is important to acknowledge that the student group participating in this research was more involved in the project than 
many students at the school.  This was a deliberate choice since these students had greater knowledge of the project.  
However, the fact these students were handpicked, based on interest and motivation, to be part of the Eco-classroom 
Working Party, coupled with the high socio-economic demographic of the school is a potential limitation to extrapolation of 
these results.  
 

 

4. FINDINGS 
 
Interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed.  These along with the questionnaires were coded into six 
emerging themes, each represented by a number of exemplars, of which two will be discussed in this paper. 
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4.1. Long-term nature of the project widened the sphere of involvement 
Two emerging themes were ‘participatory aspects fostered by the project’ and ‘community connections fostered by the 
project,’ and analysis of the data showed they formed an ‘active’ relationship within the project.  This is not surprising 
considering the rich combination of student ownership coupled with a widening circle of community input and expertise. 
One important way that the project built ownership was through a continual review process used by the lead EE teacher 
to ensure prior students’ ideas were not forgotten and the project had continuity.  This reflection was essential for 
democracy in such a long-term project as this (first beginning in term four, 2005).  For example, the teacher said: 

Last year’s elective group had to really make sure that because we were getting towards the final plan, that 
the ideas from the original group were in it and that was really exciting and they were checking the previous 
wish list and they still have some of their own ideas. 

The principal reinforced this, saying: 
The eco classroom project is a really big project and it’s the continuity of it that’s been really important.  
That it’s passed on from children. … I think the evidence is that the programme is still really strong after 
three years, that it’s driven by the students and new students who come along feel some ownership with 
that as well. 

 

While the long-term nature of the project enabled development of skills that might not have been possible in a shorter 
project, (as the principal explained, “…it is a very strong one that provides them with a really quite deep project with some 
deep thinking over a period of time ….  It’s not something that is over in 5 or 6 weeks”), this also necessitated ‘passing-
on’ the project to successive groups of students.  The principal highlighted the potential problem this created, saying, “I 
think it’s been a challenge … the bringing of that continuity.  … because every year you lose 100 students – that’s 100 of 
your seniors  who have perhaps worked on it for a couple of years, and they leave the school.” However, far from being a 
disadvantage, the way it was managed greatly widened the sphere of involvement of the project.  According to student’s  
speeches at the opening of the eco-classroom, approximately 170 students directly worked on the project during the four 
plus years up to the opening.  Many others were involved in a lesser way through the strong school connections between 
different EfS projects.  It also meant the experiences student groups took away were different in terms of design 
experiences and therefore learning within the project, depending on the phase of the project with which they were 
involved. For example, students working early in the project had experience in early concept development while later 
students were engaged with tender documents & considering waste minimisation on the building site.  This emphasised 
the importance in the project on both individual and collective learning. 
 
 The Lead EE teacher explained how the challenge of continuity was met.  Initially groups of up to 35 students doing an 
elective on the eco-classroom, ensured diversity of input and ideas, wide ownership and democracy with an ever-
changing group of students working on the project.  However, it was realised early on that between electives, the project 
stalled.  In addition, the project had to keep backtracking while the teacher brought a new class up to speed.   The 
solution devised was formation of a ‘working party’ group, chosen as 12 of the most motivated and enthusiastic 
environmental education students from year five and six (i.e. 9-11 years), chosen from the electives or other school EfS 
initiatives (e.g. gully restoration, Enviro-council).  This group met outside classroom time to provide continuity and forward 
progression for the project.  They also acted as ambassadors and inducted new students into the project. Every year half 
the members of this group would move on from the school.  New recruits, who were brought up to speed by activities that  
promoted learning for both groups, would replace them.  
 
Figure 1:  Example of RAS Alert exercise used to induct  
new students to the project and deepen meaning for  
others.  Source: (teacher’s visual diary, with permission) 
 

An important tool for managing both the long-term nature of the 
project and the regular turnover of students was reflection.  
Activities based on RAS Alert (reticular activating system) 
developed thinking skills and were therefore invaluable for 
deepening meaning at the start of a new phase of the project 
(e.g. a new elective) or for inducting new members of the working 
party. Frangenheim (2009), an Australian educational consultant 
and author, describes a RAS Alert as a safety mechanism in our 
brain that helps us survive by filtering out other events in a 
stressful situation, so we can concentrate on the emergency at 
hand.  Used in the classroom, he believes it is useful as a ‘warm-
up’ to focus the mind on the topic under discussion.   According 
to the Lead EE teacher, activities such as the ‘double bubble’, ‘noisy round robin’ and ‘tournament prioritiser’ enabled 
students at different levels of understanding to participate equally but at different levels (Fig 1).  The more experienced 
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students searched out deeper understanding while the newer members gained a base understanding of the project. The 
Lead EE teacher explained, “We have to be quite creative about how we share information from year to year and thinking 
skills have done that for me.”  She elaborated as follows: 

…they [existing working party members] were the mentors, they were the knowledge basket. These new 
people knew a little bit about it, but they didn’t know enough to carry on, so they would have targeted 
questions that they would have to think about while the students were presenting.  For instance ‘what is the 
evidence of student planning?‘, which is one of the key ones.  Or ‘what decisions did the students make 
during this process?’ or ‘what environmentally friendly features can you note that the students have said 
they want this eco classroom to have?’  

The Enviroschools Facilitator explained how this enriched the learning process: 

…all new kids have been brought up to speed right at the beginning.  So part of the process is that the 
older kids  feed  into that pool of knowledge, basically giving the history and the journey to the new kids, so 
very quickly the new kids become familiar with the whole story.  So they always start from where the idea 
started from and work through and I think that’s a really, really important part of each of the phases we 
have seen.  … That pool of knowledge which is being passed on and shared and then added to, and 
passed on and shared… 

 
The architect felt this way of managing the project in such a positive process-focused way had rich connections to 
traditional ways of learning.  He pointed out the similarities between this method and the traditional concept of 
apprenticeships or passing on information within families or tribes, saying “If you think of communities and societies in the 
past, those kids would have been learning on the job.  Building their whares [traditional Maori house], tepee … So I think 
that every time a building goes into a school … the kids should be part of that process.”  Furthermore, he went on to link 
the long-term aspect of the project to the historical necessity of long-term community commitment, and praised the co-
ordination of the Lead EE teacher in this respect, saying: 

I think it’s been cunning, it’s been really, really well done…  In the old days when you build a cathedral over 
100 years in the 13th century … it’s a community exercise and you are passing on that knowledge and 
enthusiasm as a main drive from one generation to the next.  In some ways that is what they are doing 
here. … I think that side of it is really interesting and to keep that enthusiasm … and that vision going is 
obviously a testament to their teacher.  If she wasn’t there then you would lose the continuity which is really 
important. 

 
Working with the long-term nature of the process also led to synergies, for example where siblings from a family became 
involved in the project and reinforced each other’s environmental sustainability understanding and advocacy. For example 
one student said:  

… well my family quite has changed.  Like my brother he was in this project before me and I didn’t really 
understand what he went on about when he came home but now that I’m in the project too I realise all 
these things that he’s talking about so with me and my brother it’s making our family better. 

 
4.2. On-going connection with place and building 
This exemplar was positioned within the emerging theme of ‘attitudes and values-based learning by students due to the 
project’.  As such it represents a distillation of knowledge and skills into a more intangible yet fundamental form that is 
associated with changes in the affective domain.  As previously established, these are more likely to lead to permanent 
behaviour changes.   
 
The eco-classroom project was clearly about connections between people as a collaborative process and between 
people and places as a space and meaning-making process.  The architect strongly believed in this connection being 
maintained, saying: 

Because they have finished at the school they shouldn’t be out of the project to my mind.  They should 
actually carry on because they had an emotional tie, and buildings and creating things are an emotional 
issue.  People have put a lot into it.  I think it would be really important and neat for those kids to actually 
have an ongoing relationship. 

This resonates with his earlier statement about the historical embeddedness of communities in their significant buildings.  
Comments from the students indicated that they have put a lot of themselves into the project and felt great pride and 
ownership in it, especially due to it being ’a New Zealand first’. The principal felt strongly that the school community 
should continue to include past students, especially ones involved in a project such as this, saying: 

We will definitely invite them back as part of the process.  Some of them have brothers and sisters here 
anyway so it’s a family thing.  So we will definitely make it a must … [that] they can continue to participate.  
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It’s just a given really. … we try to develop that in the school when we can have role models come back 
and be involved in some way. 

 
At the end of 2009, phase one of the eco-classroom opened and the celebration included all students, staff and 
community members connected with the project, a ribbon-cutting by students representing the past, present and future of 
the project (Fig. 2), and the burying of a time capsule by present students. 
 
The eco-classroom project is regarded as on-going, with 
environmental monitoring intended as well as further 
projects that will engage students and the community.  
This also builds connections between learning of past 
and future students. As the teacher explained “the 
children always thought of it as a living monitoring place 
that they can learn from continually …” and other 
schools and the community can use. Students have 
named the eco-classroom ‘The Living Room’ and as a 
student explained “… we’re hoping to monitor the 
weather and how we can live sustainably.”  Different 
insulation materials such as wine bottles, pumice and 
traditional polystyrene were laid under the concrete 
floor, with viewing windows to aid comparisons.    The 
architect also likened this continuity of purpose to a 
church, cathedral or whare; as a place of meaning and 
dynamism.    
 

Figure 2:   Students opening ‘The Living Room’ in December 2009 – 
representing (from left) present, future and past students. Source: 
(author’s photo) 

CONCLUSION 
 
A strong case has been made from the literature and findings from the eco-classroom project for the importance of an 
authentic and democratic action-taking approach to sustainable architecture co-design projects with school students.  
Equally, such projects should focus on process.  These criteria, which are embodied in an ‘action competence’ approach, 
as proposed by Jensen and Schnack (1997), are recommended in order to both maximise learning and have the greatest 
potential of leading to permanent changes in behaviour towards the environment.  Set alongside this is the accepted 
essentiality of teaching young people about ways of caring for the environment, such as sustainable building principles 
and practices, low impact design etc.  
 
Findings presented here from my research into the eco-classroom project show how both the educational and practical 
aspects of the project were seamlessly managed to successfully widen the sphere of involvement and therefore learning 
within the project. It also deepened the learning of those involved.  In doing so this school has created a place of on-going 
embodied meaning that is represented not only by the building and it’s use, but also by the accrued knowledge, skills and 
values & attitudes of all the participants (students and adults from school and community).   
 
Far from being regarded as a negative aspect of the project, the long-term nature, which was necessitated by the 
commitment to a participatory process and the requirement of integrating learning into the New Zealand Curriculum 
framework, has been regarded as a positive and integral part.  This has elements in common with the current dominant 
EfS discourse in northern Europe, which is the ‘ecological modernisation’ model of environmental consciousness 
(Laessoe 2010; Mogensen & Schnack 2010).  A dynamic concept, it views environmental issues as positive opportunities 
rather than negative problems and according to Mogensen and Schnack (2010), taking this view and applying action 
competence requires shifting from valuing individualistic facts and skills to holistic embracing of real situations.  This 
suggests a different way of managing architectural co-design projects with students in schools compared to that practiced 
in the BSF programme.  It must be noted that the eco-classroom project was one small building, while BSF was tackling 
whole schools. However, the findings from the eco-classroom project, supported by results from my literature review, 
suggest that these attributes of project management and teaching and learning are requisite to effective EfS outcomes. 
 
Finally, while in some ways participation of children in the design of their environments heralds a return to the ‘apprentice’ 
situation of the past, as still practiced in non-Western nations where cultures include passing on knowledge and skills 
from elder to subordinate, the action competence imperative of ‘democracy’ beats to a different drum.  In an action 
competence approach there is a conscious effort to minimise power hierarchies and focus on collaborative team-building 
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and informed decision-making, rather than taking orders or following set directions.  The eco-classroom project 
exemplified this.  
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