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Green Songs as music
education for sustainable
development in an early
childhood setting: Tuning
Into pre-service music
teacher voices

Abstract

This study addresses the need to integrate education for sustainable
development (ESD) into music teacher education using the
Green Songs Project, an undergraduate service-learning project
in a music education module. Seven pre-service music teachers
(PSMTs) composed and taught original environmental songs to
pre-schoolers to foster ecological awareness through music. In this
qualitative case study, | analysed the PSMTs’ journal reflections
on the project, my observations, and our discussions exploring
their experiences and the meanings they ascribed to writing
and teaching green songs to pre-schoolers. We also discussed
how the project could promote music education for sustainable
development (MESD) in an early childhood setting. Five themes
were generated, indicating that MESD can be promoted by 1)
using movement and song to teach and learn about conservation;
2) integrating a mixture of excitement, laughter, and enthusiasm;
3) creating opportunities to make the world a better place to live
in; 4) remembering things that impact our lives and 5) developing
consistent, encouraging teaching strategies to foster learning and
development for MESD.

Findings show that creating and teaching culturally relevant green
songs empowered PSMTs to connect global sustainability goals to
local early childhood settings. The project demonstrates music’s
potential as a transformative medium to support sustainability
by fostering environmental awareness, social cohesion, and
cultural appreciation in an early childhood setting. Key aspects
include using song to explore nature, developing empathy through
collaborative music-making, and teaching ecological responsibility
while promoting creativity, sensory awareness, and emotional
expression. Embedding ESD in music education can cultivate and
equip educators with transferable, interdisciplinary skills to inspire
sustainable thinking from the earliest years.

Keywords: Music education, education for sustainable
development, service-learning, music teacher education, early
childhood education, environmental awareness
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1. Introduction

In the ever-evolving education landscape, cultivating engagement with current issues, such
as the sustainability of the planet, is a fundamental goal for fostering meaningful teaching
and learning experiences. The urgency of the sustainability agenda permeates all aspects
of the educational debate, where critical questions about what we do and how we do it are
under the spotlight (Prior, 2022). The higher education sector plays a critical role in shaping
the global response to challenges. Nowhere is this more evident than in university research,
teaching, and public engagement on sustainability that seeks to challenge the increasingly
perilous environmental situation (Gonzales, 2025). Higher education plays a strategic role
in addressing complex global challenges, such as environmental sustainability. In the South
African context, universities are key sites of knowledge production, critical inquiry, and
innovation that can help address pressing environmental and social inequalities. Through
research, teaching, and public engagement, higher education institutions are positioned
to shape more sustainable and socially just futures. @stergaard (2019) views ESD as an
interdisciplinary endeavour and, therefore, stresses that it should include music. He states
that eco-literate music pedagogy could foster social consciousness by integrating ecological
awareness into music education. This approach emphasises the interconnectedness of music,
culture, and the environment, encouraging students to become environmentally conscious
through musical experiences. By exploring music’s role in addressing environmental
issues and engaging with local landscapes and traditions, students can develop a deeper
understanding of their connection to nature and their commitment to sustainability (Luo &
Wang, 2025). Education for sustainable development (ESD) in an early childhood setting is
directly related to ecological literacy in the early years, defined as “reflection and action for
positive transformation of humanity concerning the ecological crises we face” (Shevock, 2018;
Guo et al., 2020; Armstrong, 2025).

The role of education in supporting sustainable development and contributing to the
planet's wellbeing is indispensable. Nevertheless, there is little discussion of what music
education could contribute to this urgent debate and how. Shevock and Bates (2019) state
that musicians have long been at the forefront of responding to ecological crises and use
many songs in music classrooms to teach about eco-literacy. They compiled a list of these
songs on their blog. However, these songs do not necessarily relate to an African context in
terms of cultural specificities and languages.

In response to growing awareness of the need to cultivate engagement with sustainability
across the educational landscape, | initiated the Green Songs Project.! to promote environmental
literacy in an early childhood setting. Through this project, pre-service music teachers (PSMTs)
and pre-schoolers engage with the basic knowledge and skills needed to become aware of
some of the world’s complex ecological challenges and to help create a more sustainable
future through music education. In this project-based service learning (PBSL) experience,
PSMTs visit a local pre-primary school to teach pre-schoolers green songs and apply the
content in practical ways to promote ecological conservation. In this article, green songs refer
to children’s songs created by PSMTs to promote ecological conservation awareness. Due to
a lack of suitable green songs for the South African context, PSMTs had to create their own
songs building upon prior knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes to enhance insight into the

1 In this article, green songs refer to original songs about sustainability created by pre-service music teachers
(PSMTs). In contrast, The Green Song refers to the song created by the PSMTs and me as an introductory
song to the project (see Figure 1).
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complexity of the climate crisis, the interconnectedness of global sustainability challenges,
and ways to contribute to problem-solving in the early years. The aims of the Green Songs
Project are 1) to promote PSMTs’ and pre-schoolers’ awareness of ecological conservation, 2)
to nurture PSMTs’ teaching and learning practices focused on music education for sustainable
development (MESD) in an early childhood setting, and 3) to sharpen PSMTs’ songwriting
skills by creating green songs for children. The research question | asked in this qualitative
case study was:

How can the teaching and learning experiences of seven pre-service music
teachers participating in the Green Songs Project promote music education for
sustainable development?

2. Literature review

Shared musical practices have been passed down in local communities worldwide to sustain
culturally specific ways of living in balance with natural ecologies cultivated over generations,
especially in non-Western, non-industrialised cultures. Ramulumo and Shabalala (2024)
emphasise that environmental literacy is crucial in early childhood education because it equips
learners with the essential understanding, abilities and dispositions needed to comprehend
environmental issues and make informed choices.

Shevock (2018; 2015) outlines three elements of eco-literate music education: fostering
meaningful and ethical connections between music and nature, cultivating ecological
awareness through music grounded in place, and linking local musical practices to broader
global environmental issues. This approach indicates that beginning with an emphasis on
local places ultimately allows students to connect their findings on local music and places
to global ecological discussions (Jorritsma, 2022). However, there is limited research on the
intersections of music education and sustainable development in the South African context.

Jorritsma (2022) advocated for eco-literate tertiary music education, highlighting the
connection between social and environmental justice. Drawing on her South African context
and her teaching in higher education, she proposed integrating climate-related approaches
across music curricula, not just in explicitly ecological modules. Jorritsma (2022) stressed that
if principles such as reducing, reusing, recycling, and fostering ecological awareness are truly
valued, they should be embedded throughout all teaching practices, not confined to select
areas. Similarly, Allen (2017) noted that this does not require new material but rather building
on or contextualising existing materials.

Well-chosen songs can be used effectively in an early childhood setting to reinforce the
notion that only when we understand and appreciate the natural worth of our own backyards
and neighbourhoods will we be motivated to care about and commit to protecting the health
of the larger environment (Orleans, 1998). Although it is widely acknowledged that music can
enhance empathy and foster social cohesion, educational curricula often overlook the role of
local, participatory music practices. Therefore, Armstrong (2025) proposes that eco-literate
pedagogical frameworks can enhance the role of music education in schools.

Including environmental education in the school curriculum is a strategic means to foster a
generation of environmentally conscious citizens committed to protecting and conserving the
environment (Damoah et al., 2024). By doing so, a broader awareness and appreciation of
environmental issues can be instilled in learners, paving the way for them to become agents
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of change for a sustainable future. In pre-school settings, promoting ecological literacy could
help children develop foundational knowledge about natural systems, cultivate curiosity, and
encourage responsible environmental behaviour. Guo et al. (2020) emphasise that music
should play an essential role in achieving the goals of sustainable development, rather than
being a utilitarian product of consumer society. They emphasise that attention should be drawn
to music teacher education and to a new, ecology-focused, aesthetic paradigm that enables
sustainable development at the urban, suburban, and rural levels. ESD enables everyone
to acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values to shape a sustainable future (United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), 2023). ESD is a lifelong
learning process and an integral part of quality education. It enhances the cognitive, socio-
emotional and behavioural dimensions of learning and encompasses learning content and
outcomes, pedagogy and the learning environment itself (UNESCO, 2023).

Shevock and Bates (2019) recommend singing, songwriting and soundscape composition
as part of an overall creative pedagogical approach. The Green Songs Project focuses
on singing and songwriting. The colour green symbolises nature, as green is the colour
of chlorophyll, the pigment in plants that allows them to convert sunlight into energy. This
directly links green to the natural world and the vital role of plants in maintaining a healthy
environment. Green songs, therefore, refer to songs about sustainability because green
is strongly associated with nature, particularly vegetation and healthy ecosystems, and
symbolises the environmental focus of sustainability efforts. It represents a planet with thriving
natural life, which is what sustainability aims to protect and preserve.

Songwriting offers an opportunity to foster ecological literacy, particularly when integrated
with other curriculum areas. The process of creating original songs about nature, ecology, and
sustainability naturally crosses into different content areas, such as science and social studies
(Shevock & Bates, 2019). However, music is not immediately a candidate for integrating
sustainability into its curriculum (Kleiman, 2010), where explorations may be limited to
some sustainability-related topics and questions (e.g., the material footprint of instruments
or creating compositions to promote awareness of ecological issues). However, Kagan and
Kirchberg (2016) contend that music, as a rich social and aesthetic practice, can nurture
openness to ambiguity, contradiction, and the creative complexities of reality. Foster and
Sutela (2024) argue that addressing human-driven environmental crises requires a collective
shift in cultural attitudes and behaviours. They emphasise the crucial role of music educators
in guiding children and young people to become engaged, responsible, and active citizens
through music. Jorgensen (1997) relates the Gaia hypothesis to music education, positing
that all things on Earth comprise an interconnected dynamic system in a delicate balance,
where the whole transcends the sum of its parts. This includes interconnectedness between
school subjects, school and outside-of-school contexts, and human and nonhuman musics.

Shevock and Bates (2019) assert that music educators impart far more than curriculum-
based musical skills and concepts. Music educators’ general demeanour, interactions with
learners, repertoire choices, instructional approaches and classroom organisation all send
enduring messages about what they esteem and how they view the world. Whether intentional
or not, music education is vital to students’ general education. Music teachers who are socially
and environmentally conscious can positively influence thinking about some of the world’s
most challenging dilemmas; therefore, they need to create a consciousness of local places in
their learners (Shevock, 2018).
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Shevock and Bates (2019) emphasise that socially and environmentally conscious
music teachers can positively influence thinking about some of the world’s most challenging
dilemmas. According to Luo & Wang (2025), the significance of cultivating environmental
awareness among music students is rooted in the distinct societal role that musicians assume.
Browne et al. (2019) aim to foster environmental awareness among music students, enabling
them not only to make environmentally conscious decisions in their musical pursuits but also
to promote environmental sustainability actively. Smith (2023) emphasises that the only viable
way forward is to start living with the earth rather than living on the planet. She argues that
music education pedagogies that are mindful of caring for the earth are perhaps the most
profound and powerful places to direct our energies if our goal is to address systemic barriers
to equity and to confront and transform the unsustainable thinking that negatively impacts our
social relations and personal wellbeing.

Socially and ecologically conscious music teachers integrate principles of sustainability and
social justice into their teaching, fostering a deeper understanding of music’s role in addressing
ecological and social issues. They use music as a tool to encourage students to connect with
their environment, reflect on social issues, and develop creative solutions. Although music
alone cannot solve environmental problems, it can foster imaginative, emotional, and spiritual
engagement with nature, thereby enhancing human understanding (Ingram, 2010). Therefore,
the Green Songs Project raised awareness through music to promote ESD and/or ecological
literacy amongst music educators, PSMTs, pre-school teachers and pre-schoolers.

As a music teacher educator, one of my primary goals is to equip PSMTs with teaching and
learning skills that enhance their engagement in early childhood music education by developing
meaningful experiences. Education for sustainable development theories emphasise a
shift from passive learning to active, transformative, and participatory education designed
to empower learners to make decisions for a sustainable future. UNESCO, the lead United
Nations agency for ESD, is responsible for implementing ESD within the 2030 framework
(UNESCO, 2020). Government agencies, educators and civil society actors are invited
to take action in the five priority action areas, namely 1) advancing policy, 2) transforming
learning environments, 3) building capacities of educators, 4) empowering and mobilising
youth, and 5) accelerating local-level action (UNESCO, 2020:25). The study was conceptually
framed within the UNESCO ESD for 2030 framework, particularly the five priority action
areas that guide the implementation of education for sustainable development (UNESCO,
2020). In the Green Songs Project, these principles were enacted through a transformed
learning environment, the development of PSMTs’' capacities to integrate sustainability in
music education, and the encouragement of learner agency through musically mediated
engagement with sustainability themes.

3. Research methodology

| adopted a qualitative approach, framed within a constructivist worldview, to guide my
practical decisions in facilitating reflective practices throughout the Green Songs Project.
Constructivism focuses on the views and contexts of the participants in the study (Creswell,
2014). Adopting a constructivist worldview was based on my desire, as a researcher and
teacher educator, to comprehend the environment in which | find myself (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). In this environment, my role is to prepare PSMTs to integrate ESD in early childhood
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music education by creating green songs and implementing them in their fieldwork. In this
worldview, my background as a researcher influenced the interpretation of the findings, as
meaning was constructed based on my own experiences (Creswell, 2014).

| opted for a case study, as it is particularly well-suited to investigating events in a
contemporary context; in this case, the voices of PSMTs teaching green songs for sustainable
development at a daycare centre in an early childhood setting. A case study involves an
empirical inquiry investigating a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context.
However, the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clear (Yin, 2014).
Convenience sampling (haphazard or accidental sampling) was used in selecting the seven
participants, because of my easy access to this cohort of PSMTs and their willingness to
participate in the study (Cooksey & McDonald, 2019), as these seven PSMTs visited the
pre-school as part of the Green Songs Project. Research participants were recruited fairly
and within the parameters set for this study by an independent person. Participation in
this research was voluntary, and only participants who willingly provided written informed
consent participated.

Students were contacted via email to request their permission to participate in the study.
The clear advantages of convenience sampling include the availability of participants and
the speed with which the data can be analysed (Kivunja, 2015). Research participants were
recruited fairly and within the parameters set for this study by an independent research
assistant. Participation in this research was voluntary, and only participants who willingly
provided written informed consent participated. Students were contacted via email to request
their permission to participate in the study.

As most music education classes at our university are culturally diverse, the PSMTs
represented South Africa’s population and included a variety of cultural identities and ethnic
backgrounds. | used pseudonyms for participants in accordance with the study’s ethical
requirements. Inclusion criteria were PSMTs who participated in the Green Songs Project
in 2023 and who completed the third year music education module in the BA Music and
Society programme. Exclusion criteria were students who did not participate in the Green
Songs Project.

Through this empirical inquiry, | investigated the meaning seven PSMTs ascribe to their
teaching and learning experiences in the Green Songs Project to promote MESD. The data
collection for this qualitative case study was underpinned by the literature on ESD within an
eco-social approach to music education, with the aim of promoting awareness of ecological
conservation in an early childhood setting. The study was conducted within the framework
of ESD, drawing on ESD theories and concepts as an explicit analytical lens to interpret the
experiences of the seven PSMTs in the Green Songs Project. More specifically, concepts
such as critical reflection, collaboration, sustainability awareness, and transformative learning
functioned as sensitising concepts in the analysis, enabling me to examine how participants’
teaching and learning experiences contributed to music education for sustainable development.

Descriptive qualitative research was conducted on the PSMTSs' reflections and perceptions
of their teaching and learning experiences, which they recounted through journaling. In
fostering eco-literacy, it is essential to allow PSMTs ample time for critical reflection and
discussion (Shevock & Bates, 2019). In the PSMT reflection prompts, | posed open-ended
questions to encourage critical thinking about issues such as human connections to the
natural environment and sustainability.
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The NWU-Basic Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee (BASSREC) approved
this research project (Ethics clearance number NW- 00952-23-A7-01). Voluntary informed
consent was obtained from the seven PSMTs. | assigned pseudonyms to the PSMTs. They
were culturally representative of South Africa’s multicultural population. Jani’'s mother’s
tongue was Afrikaans; Unathi spoke Sepedi; Zintle spoke isiXhosa; Lebogang spoke isiZulu;
Bongi’s native language was Sesotho; while Moshe and Loba spoke mainly Setswana. In the
second semester of 2023, the PSMTs visited the pre-school for approximately five months,
regularly reflecting on their teaching and learning experiences through writing and on how this
promoted MESD in the Green Songs Project. After every visit, the PSMTs journaled about
their teaching and learning experiences, using specific prompts. The PSMTs submitted these
weekly reflections, which explored the meaning they ascribed to their visits to the pre-school.
These journals document the development of their teaching and learning practices throughout
the project. The collected data included approximately five two-page reflections per PSMT
(including a final reflection), totalling approximately 70 pages. Although the Green Songs
Project was initiated in 2023, the PSMTs’ reflective journals were used only for analysis in
2024, after they graduated and provided informed consent.

| facilitated reflective journaling after each pre-school visit. Given the dual role of researcher
and lecturer, | maintained reflexivity to limit subjectivity and bias (Flores et al., 2016). | managed
the power dynamics of being both their lecturer and co-researcher by splitting the two roles.
| was the PSMTSs’ lecturer during the semester in which they participated in the project-based
service learning in 2023, while the research on their experiences was conducted in 2024, after
their graduation. The data collection procedures involved the PSMTs’ journals, reflections on
their experiences, my observations during visits to the school, and informal group discussions
with the PSMTs.

In qualitative research, thematic analysis is a robust method that allows researchers to
explore and interpret patterns within datasets (Kalpokas & Hecker, 2023). While a deductive
analysis begins with a pre-existing theory, the inductive approach to thematic analysis
is grounded in the qualitative data itself. This enabled me to identify patterns, derive key
themes, and uncover interesting insights without the constraints of preconceived categories
or constructs. The research process involves identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within the data to capture something important about the data in relation to the
research question. Initially, | familiarised myself with the data by immersing myself in the
reflective journals. | read and re-read the dataset and noted initial ideas. Subsequently, | coded
the data using Atlas. ti 24, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS)
(Friese, 2019). This process entailed assigning codes and then deriving sub-categories
and themes. The goal was to condense the data into manageable chunks without losing
its essence. Thereafter, | began looking for patterns in the coded data and grouped similar
codes. These groups formed the potential themes. | identified broader patterns of meaning
that captured something significant about the data in relation to the research question, namely
How can the teaching and learning experiences of seven pre-service music teachers (PSMTs)
in the Green Songs Project promote MESD?

To review the themes, | checked them against the dataset to ensure the data support them
and remain consistent across it. This involved refining the themes, splitting, combining, or
discarding them as necessary. Once the themes were refined, | determined the essence of
each theme and the aspect of the data each captured. | assigned clear and informative names
to each theme.
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Data saturation was reached when no new information, knowledge or categories
emerged (Merriam, 2001). The ESD priority action areas (advancing policy, transforming
learning environments, building educators’ capacities, empowering and mobilising youth,
and accelerating local-level action) served as an analytical lens through which the PSMTs’
meaning-making was interpreted.

The findings were based on an inductive qualitative data analysis (Creswell & Creswell,
2018) of PSMTSs’ reflections on their teaching and learning experiences. Trustworthiness of
the data was ensured through member checking, whereby the final reports were returned to
the participants (Creswell, 2009) to offer them an opportunity to provide context and/or an
alternative interpretation (Patton, 2002). The subsequent analysis yielded five overarching
themes, derived from the data, that answer my initial research question: How can the teaching
and learning experiences of seven PSMTs in the Green Songs Project promote MESD? The
findings indicated that MESD can be promoted by 1) using movement and song to teach and
learn about conservation; 2) integrating a mixture of excitement, laughter, and enthusiasm;
3) creating opportunities to make the world a better place to live in; 4) remembering things
that impact our lives and 5) developing consistent, encouraging teaching strategies to foster
learning and development for MESD.

4. The Green Songs Project

During the first visit to the pre-school, the PSMTs introduced themselves to the pre-schoolers,
held informal discussions about sustainability at the pre-school level, and taught the Green
Song (see Figure 1) by breaking down the lyrics and providing practical conservation examples.
The PSMTs and | wrote the Green Song as a theme song for the project, which responded to
the prompt: “contributing to environmental conservation through music education.

After brainstorming sustainability, the PSMTs explored children’s books about saving the
planet and generated ideas incorporating words, phrases, rhythms, and tunes. Everyone in
the class contributed. | compiled these ideas on the whiteboard, and after a while, a few
melodies, rhythms, phrases and a song structure emerged.
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Green Song
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Figure 1: Green Song
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During consecutive visits, the PSMTs wrote their own original green songs in pairs each week.
To gain insight into global sustainability challenges, four of the 17 United Nations’ sustainable
development goals (SDGs), as identified by the UN, served as weekly topics for a new green
song that the PSMTs created in pairs and taught the pre-schoolers in small groups:

* 12: Responsible consumption and production;
* 13: Climate action;

* 14: Life below water; and

+ 15: Life on land.

Titles included Tima Mabone [Loadshedding Songl; Reuse; Let's be Green; Group
Composition; Save our Planet, and “Bana Ba Lefatshe” [Let Us Work to Save the Earth]. In
their reflections, the PSMTs wrote in detail about the pre-schoolers’ positive responses to
these songs.

During the second visit, the PSMTs revised the choruses and taught the pre-schoolers the
first verse of the Green Song, while adding appropriate gross motor movements. After that,
they discussed with the pre-schoolers their experiences participating in the first sustainability
challenge to save the planet. They then created a new challenge for the pre-schoolers to
promote sustainability in practical ways. In pairs, the PSMTs also composed an original green
song focusing on SDG12 on responsible consumption and production.

During visit three, the PSMTs revised the chorus and taught the second verse of the
Green Song, along with its gross motor movements. They reflected with the pre-schoolers
on their contributions to saving the planet, introduced a new challenge, and composed a
song focused on SDG 13, which addresses climate action. The PSMTs also demonstrated
how to plant flowers from seeds. Children examined the seeds, received pots and water, and
learned how to plant and care for them by watering and placing them in sunlight. Throughout
the duration of the Green Songs Project, PSMTs and pre-schoolers engaged with music and
nature in meaningful, ethical ways—planting, observing growth, and composing songs about
the process. These activities fostered ecological consciousness by ritualising music rooted in
the soil, using Setswana and the style of traditional African children’s songs.

During the fourth visit, the pre-schoolers and the PSMTs sang the Green Song (Figure 1)
with added motor movements and instruments. They discussed practical conservation ideas,
challenged the children to apply them throughout their lives, and concluded their visit by
singing the PSMTs’ original songs related to SDG 14: life below water and SDG 15: life on
land. Instances of understanding the concepts of global ecological crises, pollution, and water
scarcity emerged when PSMTs focused on SD14: life below water. The PSMTs taught the
pre-schoolers songs they created about preserving water, and the pre-school teacher cut out
paper fish that floated in bowls of water.

5. Findings

In qualitative research, a theme refers to “an identified trend running through the data” (Nigbur
& Chatfield, 2025). Themes are a prominent representation of qualitative research findings,
often the first and sometimes the only representation a reader sees. Therefore, they are also
highly likely to be what a reader will remember best about the write-up. Nigbur and Chatfield
(2025) define themes as assigned names or titles that are part of the analysis, often serving
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as a prominent representation of qualitative research findings. These themes may be the first
and sometimes the only representation that a reader encounters. Therefore, they are also
highly likely to be what a reader will remember best about the write-up.

The five themes that were generated, indicated that MESD can be promoted by 1) using
movement and song to teach and learn about conservation; 2) integrating a mixture of
excitement, laughter, and enthusiasm; 3) creating opportunities to make the world a better
place to live in; 4) remembering things that impact our lives and 5) developing consistent,
encouraging teaching strategies to foster learning and development for MESD.

5.1 Using movement and song to teach and learn about conservation
(Contextualising an early childhood setting)

Contextualising an early childhood setting helped the PSMTs make sense of teaching in it.
They learnt that movement and song are effective strategies for teaching young children about
conservation. Therefore, in future, they can apply these strategies to contextualise other early
childhood settings. Teaching through movement and song taught the PSMTs perseverance,
which, as Unathi stated, means demonstrating and repeating the lyrics. He realised pre-
schoolers are fast learners, although Loba claimed that “teaching children needs patience”.
The PSMTs made things easier by explaining the issues in the children’s own language so
that they could understand. It was Loba’s first time teaching children who appeared willing to
learn new things.

Challenges in contextualising an early childhood setting included that “a pre-schooler’s
thought process is not that great” (Unathi). Getting children to be active was tough, as they
appeared timid and afraid when the PSMTs were present. Unathi described the experience as
challenging, while Lebogang struggled with the language barrier, needing to translate songs
into Setswana despite being Zulu. She noted that adding moves to the green songs created
both difficulties and enjoyable moments, as it was hard to find gestures that were easy for
children to imitate and visually appealing. She was pleased when the children remembered
most of the Green Song without help, showing that it was both meaningful and fun for them
to learn the song. Lebogang expressed the hope that they had been making learning about
conservation fun through music and movement.

The pre-schoolers sometimes mixed up movements for specific words in the song, but the
more Zintle taught them the green songs, the more excited she became. The pre-schoolers’:

Exuberance and curiosity made for a delightful and challenging experience.

They became more interested in learning as they were exposed to the green songs and more
enthusiastic with each repetition, remembering the words and actions.

Writing the second stanza of the Green Song with her classmates was a collaborative
and enjoyable process for Lebogang. They devised ways to communicate the significance
of environmental conservation and sustainable behaviours. The lyrics embodied how well
their concepts and contributions blended into the song. They combined their unique talents to
produce a catchy tune that conveyed their common message of green living.

Lebogang was touched by observing the pre-schoolers’ development and how they used
the lessons of the Green Song in their everyday interactions. At first, the teaching and learning
experience felt constrained because they had to maintain a sustainability focus, inspired
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by SDG12 (responsible consumption and production). However, sharing ideas with others
expanded her perspective and taught her to value collaboration.

The Green Song featured a catchy tune and straightforward lyrics that were simple
enough for toddlers to understand. The song’s repetitive pattern “reinforced learning and
helped the pre-schoolers gain self-assurance in their singing and performance skills” (Loba).
For Lebogang, the pre-schoolers’ participation, understanding, and application of the Green
Song’s” lessons made the experience meaningful. To her, this emphasised the value of caring
and supportive teaching approaches and the effectiveness of music and repetition in the
education of young children. Keeping the pre-schoolers’ focus and attention throughout the
lesson was challenging. Lebogang realised she had to include interactive and captivating
features to keep their attention and keep them enthused about the music.

Moshe noted that the pre-school teachers developed a loving environment through their
direction and encouragement, allowing the children to interact with the green songs and apply
their lessons to their everyday lives, as seen during the second visit when children promoted
sustainability by applying lyrics like “rubbish in the dustbin” and “close the tap that’s leaking.”
Lebogang observed that the pre-schoolers would remind each other to recycle or turn off the
lights when not in use, demonstrating the song’s lasting impact. The link between repetition,
engagement, and achievement highlights the value of consistent, supportive teaching. In
early childhood music education, this includes sound before symbol (Jordan-DeCarbo, 1997;
Gordon, 1971), progressing from known to unknown (Montessori, 1912), experiential learning
(Kolb, 1984), and scaffolding (Turner, 2008).

Initially, several pre-schoolers had trouble remembering the actions or the words, which
necessitated patience and extra direction. However, with repeated repetition and supportive
encouragement, PSMTs finally overcame these difficulties and improved in their learning.
During her visits to teach the green song, Lebogang discovered the value of repetition in
enhancing learning and promoting engagement. The pre-schoolers became increasingly
excited and engaged in the activity as they grew familiar with the music. This demonstrated
the value of consistent encouragement in promoting learning and memory development.
According to Lebhang, teaching young children in small groups:

Enabled more individualised attention and a deeper connection with each child.

It allowed teachers to adapt lessons to the pre-schoolers’ individual needs and interests,
creating a more personal and engaging learning environment. More significant interactions
and discussions were possible in the intimate setting, resulting in a deeper understanding of
the subject.

Loba enjoyed “teaching young ones and hearing them sing the songs” that they had
taught them the previous week. For Unathi, teaching pre-schoolers was initially challenging.
At one point, they felt they were being given too much information, so they asked for a break.
However, the pre-schoolers took them by surprise when they were willing to learn the whole
chorus within an hour. He suggested simple, catchy rhythms and words that the pre-schoolers
could learn. In that way, they would not feel like learning a song is a job.

This section shows how PSMTs learned about early childhood education by teaching pre-
schoolers conservation through song and movement. Contextualising the setting revealed
both challenges—like language barriers, short attention spans, and shyness—and rewards,
such as the power of patience, repetition, and creativity. Using music in the children’s home
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language, especially the Green Song, proved effective for conveying environmental messages.
The PSMTs gained experience in collaborative songwriting, applied theory in practice, and
developed responsive teaching strategies. Repetition, encouragement, and small-group work
improved learning, with children’s enthusiasm and behaviour reflecting music’s potential for
lasting impact.

5.2 Integrating a mixture of excitement, laughter, and enthusiasm
(Acknowledging emotions)

The meaning the seven PSMTs ascribe to their teaching and learning experiences in the
Green Songs Project, related to acknowledging their own and the pre-schoolers’ emotions,
such as anticipation and joy. PSMTs had mixed feelings and many questions before their first
visit to the school. They felt “a bit curious, scared and nervous simultaneously” because they
did not know what to expect or who they would be dealing with. Some PSMTs were excited
but anxious about how the children would respond to the song.

Moshe was “curious, scared and nervous simultaneously” because he did not know what
to expect or what kind of learners they would be dealing with, noting that some pre-schoolers
were “disoriented, curious, afraid, nervous and unhappy”. Lebogang was concerned and
anxious about how young the children were. She expressed concern about whether what they
had prepared for the lesson would be suitable, given their different backgrounds and general
surroundings. Although she knew she would visit the children to teach them the Green Song,
she wondered what it would be like to expand the objective and teach them a new song
with many musical ornaments and whether they would be able to sing it. Lebogang enjoyed
“breaking up the song and teaching the pre-schoolers bit by bit”. It taught her that one can
teach children new things despite their young age — “if you give them a chance, they can
surprise you”.

Initially, the pre-schoolers’ response, according to Bongi, was:

Not that sweet and beautiful, which is natural, given that five strangers had visited their
school to teach them a new song about preserving the environment.

However, when they had mastered the entire chorus, they were overjoyed and ecstatic to sing
it. Lebogang experienced a mixture of excitement, laughter and enthusiasm in the children’s
responses to the song and exercises. They quickly learned the catchy songs and enjoyed
dancing along, occasionally adding their own unique twists. She was eager to introduce her
green song to the pre-schoolers, see their reactions, and observe how well they remembered
the verse they had been taught the week before. She hoped they would appreciate and relate
to the song as much as she did.

For Loba, working with the pre-schoolers not only brought joy but also helped him develop
patience. Teaching children in a big group was not that hard for him, and some PSMTs “fell
in love with teaching”. He could not wait to see the children because he loves spending time
with children — “after all, they bring joy”. So, he was happy and ready to teach young ones
about sustainability.

Lebogang enjoyed working with the children and always looked forward to their warm hugs
and to seeing “their beautiful little faces”. She was impressed when they learned all the green
songs they had written for them and taught them faster than she had anticipated, considering
how little they knew. The pre-school teachers practised the songs with the children each week.
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Lebogang enjoyed the teacher’s creativity during their last visit, when the song revolved
around saving the fish in the ocean, and the teacher drew and cut fish from paper, then put
them in a bowl of water to imitate live fish. Seeing the children’s eyes light up when they
saw the fish in the water was precious, and no one wanted to leave the dish’s side. She
recalled how their green songs received a largely favourable and enthusiastic response from
the audience. She felt the pre-schoolers were pleased to demonstrate what they had learned
to the other groups. They were anxious to join in, sing along and show off the movements.
Their responses ranged from grins and laughter to focused concentration. It was clear that
they were having a good time and understanding the message of the Green Song.

5.3 Creating opportunities to make the world a better place to live in
(Environmental consciousness)

The seven PSMTs ascribed meaning to their teaching and learning experiences to promote
ESD in the Green Songs Project, as their environmental consciousness was primarily nurtured
through MESD to foster ecological conservation.

Lebogang saw a clear connection between her work and raising awareness of SDG12
through music. She helped mould children’s attitudes and actions for the future by educating
them about sustainable living techniques, eco-friendly habits and responsible consumption
through her green song:

As a valuable instrument for raising an ecologically conscious and responsible generation,
music can communicate, inspire and instil ideals.

To empower children to become agents of positive change in their communities and beyond,
Lebogang wanted to use her expertise as a music educator to assist children in understanding
the significance of responsible consumption and creation.

The pre-schoolers told Unathi that conservation means “saving the world from becoming
an unhealthy place to live in,” so littering must be avoided. The Green Song reminded them
to pick up rubbish wherever they saw it and keep their surroundings clean. They collected
plastic together, and Lebogang showed them how to save water when brushing their teeth,
“and make the fish in the ocean happy.” Unathi reinforced the importance of picking up soiled
paper and closing dripping taps. The children seemed to grasp the spectrum of conservation
through the green songs. As Unathi explained:

It is universal for us to want to live in a better, healthier environment... we must inform
ourselves about climate change... and use every available tool to try and restrict
those circumstances.

Lebogang described the Green Songs Project as noteworthy because it teaches everyone,
especially young people, to care for and preserve the environment from a young age. The
green songs delved deeper into practical solutions that are manageable for children, such
as throwing rubbish in the dustbin, turning off the tap when it is dripping to save water, and
not littering in the ocean to save fish and other water animals. Through this project, Unathi
claimed they also have a chance to make our world a better place to live in. Social equality
and diversity are key components of environmentally friendly growth. By fostering a friendly
and inclusive atmosphere for students of every walk of life and skill level, one may put these
ideas into practice as a music educator.
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5.4 Remembering things that impact our lives (Practising social
responsiveness)

The seven PSMTs ascribed meaning to their teaching and learning experiences to promote
ESD in the Green Songs Project by practising social responsiveness, taking responsibility for
ESD and engaging with the pre-schoolers through the green songs.

Loba expressed concern about how South Africans respond to caring for their land. He
emphasised that some things we forget about could harm our lives, yet we choose to ignore
them. These include burning trees, which contribute significantly to global warming; littering;
throwing trash in rivers; and wasting food. He said:

We forget that there are people who need food, and those who drink water from rivers or
bathe in them. These things can harm our lives.

It is beneficial for PSMTs not to focus only on social life, but also to consider the other side of
things that can harm our lives.

Lebogang postulated that learning more about sustainable development is beneficial, as
it enables them to understand the importance and effects of their actions on the environment.
It taught them to make wise decisions and encouraged ethical consumption and production,
leading to better decisions and helping to build a more sustainable future. She emphasised
that pre-schoolers should never forget to keep their surroundings clean and tidy.

While singing the Green Song, the PSMTs demonstrated its meaning to the pre-schoolers
by picking up rubbish. This reinforced the point that they should do this at home or anywhere
they can see rubbish lying around by drawing inspiration from the song lyrics. Bongi felt that
initially the pre-schoolers did not understand what the PSMTs were trying to teach them, but
when they sang the Green Song, they enjoyed it and worked with them, breaking the song
into sections. In the end, Bongi felt that the pre-schoolers’ reaction was great, and they mostly
enjoyed singing the song. He reiterated that singing helped the pre-schoolers to remember
things that affect their lives.

5.5 Developing consistent, encouraging teaching strategies to foster
learning and development for MESD (Skills development)

The seven PSMTs attributed meaning to their teaching and learning experiences in the Green
Songs Project, promoting MESD as they observed their skills develop through collaboration,
fostering engaged learning and nurturing songwriting skills.

In this culturally diverse group of PSMTs and pre-schoolers participating in the Green
Songs Project, communication was primarily conducted in Setswana and English. The two
classroom teachers assisted the PSMTs and children by translating and bringing props,
while also participating enthusiastically in the activities. Given their different backgrounds
and general surroundings, Jani initially doubted whether what they prepared would suit the
children. However, during the group activity, she felt that they confidently taught the Green
Song to the children and subsequently took control of their own autonomous growth as
music educators.
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After the first visit, PSMTs wanted to leave behind a smile and a joyful spirit, so children
would know the difference between good and bad habits, pick up plastic and putitin a bin, and
mostly have fun. Unathi and Bongi wanted to ensure that children of all ages are aware of the
importance of conserving the planet and are equipped with ways to do so.

5.5.1 Collaboration

It was challenging for Lebogang to write a song that focused on only one specific aspect
and made particular set choices within a group setting, because many ideas were flowing.
In her view, the collaboration with the pre-school teachers had a significant effect on the pre-
schoolers’ morals, behaviour, and academic performance. To her, the correlation between
repetition, engagement and achievement emphasised the value of consistent, encouraging
teaching strategies in fostering young children’s learning and development. Writing the ditty
with a friend was not that difficult for Unathi, as they were both instrumentalists and already
had a tune for the green song. Though writing the lyrics took some effort, they turned out to
be incredibly effective.

For Loba, writing a green song in pairs was challenging. They argued first; they both
wrote their own words, but the words did not match, and they had different ideas. However,
in the end, they managed to think of something that could be relevant to the children, like
recycling, to keep our country clean. Loba said it was not easy to compose a song about
nature, because one had to compose something meaningful. Teaching children in a group
was challenging because some were shy, some could not focus for long, and some could not
pronounce words properly. A few managed to sing, but some could not.

5.5.2 Promoting engaged learning

Over time, especially when working with pre-schoolers, the PSMTs’' teaching abilities
improved. They developed various techniques for interacting with children through practice and
experience, customising their instruction to meet each child’s individual needs and learning
preferences. The PSMTs developed the patience, adaptability and creativity necessary to
interact with the pre-schoolers and support their learning effectively.

Lebogang hoped the pre-schoolers would connect with the Green Song as she did, and she
noticed that they gradually improved their comprehension and command of the song. Although
they initially struggled with the lyrics and actions, practice helped boost their confidence. She
saw they remembered larger movements more easily and enjoyed dancing. Unathi noted
that adding demonstrations when teaching the song was essential... body movements were
related to some of the words. Lebogang realised that children enjoy learning more when
movement is involved, as it encourages active participation. Over time, actions became part of
their muscle memory. She also learned more about what the children knew when they divided
them into small groups. When asked how to keep the earth smiling, they mentioned picking
up plastic. She wanted them to learn good habits: “When you see plastics, pick them up, put
them in a bin, and have fun.”

The pre-schoolers knew all the songs the PSMTs taught them, as their teachers remained
committed to helping them learn the songs, even when the PSMTs were not present. Moshe
recounted that the teachers seemed very eager to ensure the children knew their green songs,
which clearly showed that they practised with the children when the PSMTs were not around.
He found it funny, but it also made him proud that the teachers rearranged some of the lyrics.
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What Loba liked most was that the pre-schoolers showed respect, making things easier
for the PSMTs, and it seemed as if the learners were ready to learn movements like marching
and waving their hands. Unathi and his friend tried their best to teach the pre-schoolers their
song, but they could only make physical motions with them, such as stepping.

Challenges in teaching a new song to this group of children included a language barrier,
understanding the song’s meaning, the children’s short attention span, creating a safe space to
learn, using different teaching and learning methods, and the process being more challenging
than expected. The PSMTs had fun teaching the Green Song to the children because they
received it well; they enjoyed breaking the song into parts and teaching it bit by bit. When
the children could remember the Green Song a little, it showed Jani that it was meaningful
to them and fun to learn. In his reflection, Bongi wrote how much he enjoyed interacting with
the children.

5.5.3  Nurturing songwriting skills

Unathi’'s songwriting skills were slowly improving. Loba and Lebogang’s writing skills have
improved because they managed to shift out of their comfort zones by composing a green song
about nature, which they found difficult. After all, one has to compose something meaningful.
Unathi found it challenging to write the second verse. Although they believed they were getting
better at creating songs, they spent more time thinking through and developing lyrics that
made sense and were relevant to the Green Song’s theme. It was not easy to come up with
lyrics and try to compose a song about nature. They had to come up with words that the
pre-schoolers could pronounce and understand. The pre-schoolers’ singing and participation
improved with every green song they sang, because when writing new songs, the PSMTs
took into account essential criteria such as age group and language, which helped them write
simpler songs for the children.

6. Conclusion

This study set out to explore how the teaching and learning experiences of seven in the
Green Songs Project can promote MESD. The insights from these findings could assist early
childhood practitioners and universities in preparing future music educators to integrate
MESD in early childhood contexts. The research question | sought to answer was: How can
the teaching and learning experiences of seven PSMTs in the Green Songs Project promote
MESD? In answering the research question, | found that the five themes derived from the
findings each correlate with a specific priority action area. | therefore propose that meaningful
teaching and learning experiences that promote MESD in an early childhood setting can
contribute to the five priority action areas. Table 1 below illustrates how the teaching and
learning experiences of seven PSMTs, when aligned with the five priority action areas, can
promote MESD in the Green Songs Project.
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Table 1: Promoting MESD in the Green Songs Project

Using movement and song to teach and learn about
conservation (Contextualising an early childhood setting)
Integrating a mixture of excitement, laughter, and
enthusiasm (Acknowledging emotions)

Creating opportunities to make the world a better place to
live in (Environmental consciousness)

Remembering things that impact our lives (Practising
social responsiveness)

Developing consistent, encouraging teaching strategies
to foster learning and development for MESD (Skills to | build educators’ capacities
development)

for | transforming learning environments

for | empowering and mobilising youth

to | accelerate local-level action

to | advance policy

Learning environments are transformed (priority action area 2) when using movement and
song to teach and learn about conservation to contextualise an early childhood setting
(theme 1). Through the contextualisation of teaching and learning in early childhood, learning
environments could be transformed (UNESCO, 2023). When PSMTs teach pre-schoolers
about conservation through movement and song, they also acquire perseverance and learn
the importance of repetition, patience, teaching in their mother tongue, and active learning.

Active learning not only transforms learning environments but can also make the youth
feel empowered and mobilised (priority action area 4) when a mixture of excitement, laughter,
and enthusiasm is integrated into their teaching (theme 2). When the PSMTs acknowledge
their own emotions and those of the pre-schoolers (such as anticipation and joy), they
can empower and mobilise youths (UNESCO, 2023) if their teaching and learning include
excitement, laughter and enthusiasm.

When PSMTs are empowered, local-level action is accelerated (priority action area 5) by
creating environmental consciousness through practical opportunities to make the world a
better place to live in (theme 2). Environmental consciousness could also accelerate local-
level action (UNESCO, 2023), as not only pre-schoolers but also PSMTs acquire an awareness
of ways to make the world a better place to live in. Environmental consciousness entails
cultivating appropriate attitudes, promoting responsible consumption, developing practical
ways to care for the environment (including planting seeds), creating song lyrics, informing
ourselves about MESD, and, in general, caring for the environment.

Caring for the environment is an example of something that impacts our lives. Policy is
advanced (priority action area 1) by practising social responsiveness by remembering what
impacts our lives (theme 1). Through social responsiveness, the experiences of PSMTs can
contribute to education policy-makers at local, national, regional and global levels, integrating
ESD into education policies through remembering environmental aspects that impact our
lives (UNESCO, 2023; UNESCO, 2020:26). These include harmful things, the impact of
our actions on the environment, and MESD practices. According to UNESCO (2020:26),
education policy-makers should embed ESD in education quality assurance criteria to ensure
that education institutions are monitored and assessed for progress in developing learners’
capacities as change agents. Education policy-makers, in collaboration with other ministries,
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civil society organisations, private companies, and academia, should also establish policies
to systematically strengthen synergies among formal, non-formal, and informal education and
learning. This may include, for example, policy measures to encourage project-based learning
on sustainability issues in the community.

Project-based learning can contribute to skills development, as educators’ capacities
(priority action area 3) are built through consistent, encouraging teaching strategies that foster
learning and development for MESD (theme 5). Music education skills development builds
educators’ capacities (UNESCO, 2023) when PSMTs apply consistent, encouraging teaching
strategies to foster learning and development. These strategies include collaboration, engaged
learning, teaching with confidence and utilising movement.

The PSMTs ascribed meaning to teaching and learning about MESD when movement and
song were a mixture of excitement, laughter and enthusiasm; they gave the pre-schoolers and
themselves a chance to make the world a better place to live in; reminded them and the pre-
schoolers about things that impact our lives and when they utilised consistent, encouraging
teaching strategies to foster learning and development. While this study did not aim to present
generalisations about ESD across all early childhood settings, its findings may offer valuable
insights for equipping PSMTs with the confidence to integrate MESD, thereby fostering
environmental awareness in young children through the creation and singing of green songs.
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