
 
 
It is with delight that I write this message. The first article “Children 
as Makers” focuses on children as capable innovators and it also 
brings us half way across the globe to Doha, Qatar! 
 
This issue is about practices in Singapore and other parts of the 
world. Not only do we learn from each other but we are also 

enlightened by what is happening around the world. “Putting Relationships First” is 
about the Reggio Emilia approach that promotes responsive teaching and learning. 
“Green-blue Schoolyards” challenges us to look for opportunities to implement what 
others have done around the world.  
 
Right back in our own backyard are ideas on “Knowledge Building” and “Ubuntu”, a 
concept transported from Africa which embraces hospitality, caring about others and 
being willing to go the extra mile for the sake of another.  
 
Early Educators has brought us around the globe as our cover page suggests, 
portraying our global perspective and ending with the importance of early literacy by 
making use of picture books. There is also a lovely book review of two children’s books 
written by our local authors.  
 
Indeed, this issue is a folio for educators by educators! Enjoy reading and be inspired 
to contribute to our next Folio. 
 

 
 
 
 

Fondly 
Dr Christine Chen PBM 
President 
Association for Early Childhood Educators (Singapore) 
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Children as Makers 
 

A’qilah Saiere 
Qatar Academy Msheireb (Doha, Qatar) 

 
Belinda Chong 

Pat’s Schoolhouse West Coast (Singapore) 
 
As teachers, we often hear about how we should emphasise the importance of process 
over product – it is all about the journey and not the destination when it comes to 
teaching and learning. What does that look like in an actual classroom? What happens 
when we give children the autonomy to focus on their process and decide what they 
want their product to look like? As Early Years educators, we believe in children as 
makers. We see ourselves as facilitators in the classroom that provide the children 
with the environment, resources and opportunities they need to inquire, explore and 
most importantly, create.   
 
The idea of a maker is someone who makes, replicates, innovates and creates. To 
envision a culture of makers in a school is to imagine a community of people who 
partake in meaningful learning. Children are capable of leading their own learning and 
inquiry if we allow them to. Like adults, they are capable of creating and innovating by 
using the skills and knowledge that they have acquired from their experiences and 
using the resources in their environment. When we allow children to be the leaders of 
their own learning experience, we empower “them to feel a part of something much 
bigger and give them feelings of value and self-worth as they guide others through 
their daily routines.” (Zoromski, 2017). How do classrooms with a culture of makers 
look like? We are here to present two case studies from two different countries.   

  
Case Study #1: Singapore 
In Singapore, a class of five turning six year old children are exploring stories. When I 
started teaching, this was usually taught by simply letting the children know that stories 
are made up of different elements: characters, setting, problem, solution and ending.  
 
It is a fairly simple structure to follow, and it gives everyone a checklist to follow when 
creating a story. However, the works that follow seem to lack individualism, or appear 
to be nothing more than just an assignment to complete. When the school started 
using the inquiry based approach to learning (IBL), I attempted to spark a maker’s 
mentality when approaching the theme of stories. The whole IBL process took a total 
of ten weeks, from start to finish, with the children constantly immersed in the process 
of making individually, and collaboratively. The tool that I used to help me with the 
process was the Stop Motion application, which is readily available on the Apple App 
Store. The application enables its users to take multiple photos with ease and string 
them together into a video. The time intervals between each photograph can be 
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adjusted such that the pictures switch to the next quickly enough to make it seem as 
though it is moving like a video.  
  
Setting the stage  
To start off the term, we came together to share our prior knowledge about what stories 
are. With each and everyone’s different backgrounds, culture and experiences, we 
found that stories come in many different forms: songs, books, plays and movies. The 
children explored the kinds of stories they can retell and create. They came together 
and indulged in some collaborative sharing; by commenting on their peers’ individual 
stories, giving feedback, or participating as an involved listener when a peer’s story 
was presented.  
 
After some exploration with story creation and recreation, the class came together to 
talk about the kinds of movies that they had watched and they had a conversation 
about how much they enjoyed movies and TV shows. We then decided to explore 
making a movie!  
 
Preparation and development  
The children worked in teams of 6 for this project. The whole process was new to the 
teachers as well so it was something we had to learn together. We watched behind-
the-scenes clips of stop motion films (mostly by Adam Pesapane who goes by the 
moniker, PES) and came up with a list of things we would need to prepare, like having 
a storyboard, props and capturing and adding of sound.  
 
 

 
Children watching behind-the-scenes clip of a stop motion film by PES 
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After that, they played around with the application to test out how it works.   

 
 
The children first decided on the story. Each had created their own individual stories 
but they all voted for one team member’s story, they made a few adjustments to it by 
adding snippets of their own story into it. They prepared the props, either by fishing 
them out of the cupboards or making their own and setting their own stages.  
 
After that came a process of snapping photos and piecing them together in the 
application to create our movies. It was exciting to see the pictures moving after being 
pieced together. After watching the complete movie, they noted that it was a silent 
movie.  They had a brainstorming session, they talked about the types of sound effects 
they could insert. They came up with innovative ways to recreate the sounds, like using 
their fingers drumming the table for sounds of walking.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The making of this elevator went through a few debates. K wanted to fix it up with a string that we can 
pull down (like a pulley system because we touched on it that week) until S decided on using a stick 
so we can pull the elevator up and down in the hotel.  
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Embarking on the long process of making the movie.  

Children had to figure out how to make the girl character look like she is singing the refrain in the story. 
A peer suggested moving the girl up the tree each time she sings in the story.   

 

The movie premiere was next. The children were excited to showcase their movies 
and there was a lot of hubbub surrounding the room. We talked about how we made 
the same thing differently. The complexity of the project was also brought up, the 
children talked about their challenges and how, ultimately, they overcame it.  

   
Reflection  
This stop motion project made me realise that the children were taking complete 
ownership of the process and product. They were emotionally invested in the project 
and were extremely satisfied each time their movie was a few seconds longer after an 
hour’s work. The idea of making a movie from scratch was such a novelty. They had 
never known how it was done before even though it was something that they all 
enjoyed in the theatres or on television.  
 
In this makers’ community, we were all heavily focused on the process to ensure that 
we get a successful product. The children experienced many failures, like a poorly 
shot frame in the middle of the movie, or not being able to get a prop to work on set. 
However, they were able to find ways to communicate in the social setting to get the 
work going because everybody wanted to make a successful movie. Figuring it out 
together was an exciting journey for all of us. We were all movie makers!  
 
Case Study #2: Qatar 
Qatar is a community not too different from Singapore. It is up and coming and its 
diversity stems from it being a hub where professionals from all over the world come 
to work. Smacked right in the heart of Doha, there is a school that caters to providing 
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a culturally-responsive yet globally-relevant curriculum to the local community. I lead 
a team of 11 teachers that work with children from ages 3 to 5 years old. With the IB 
curriculum’s transdisciplinary themes as my guide, we work on various topics to cover 
the children’s holistic development.  
 
Setting the stage 
On one occasion, as we worked on the transdisciplinary theme of “How the World 
Works”, the 4 year olds delved into the topic of “Materials”. What better way to explore 
and discover the properties of materials than to experiment with them? They worked 
on this topic over a period of four weeks where the inquiry cycle included investigating 
different types of materials, their sources and how they are used. Towards the end of 
their unit, the children then decided that with the knowledge they have about materials, 
they would make their own toys.  

 
 
The children collected recycled and reusable objects and 
explored their texture, shape, size etc. They also took time 
to investigate the source of their materials etc.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Preparation and development 
They spent more than three weeks sourcing for different recycled and reusable 
objects. They learnt to source from their environment and from their community. The 
children went around the school asking teachers and peers for recyclables. In this 
process, they built persuasive language and learnt to negotiate.  
 
The children then moved on to planning and building their toys. They first drew their 
ideas on paper and made specific plans and decisions as to which materials to use to 
create their invention. The children were challenged with questions on how and why 
they had made those choices. After weeks of experimenting and building, their toys 
were finally ready. They exhibited their work to parents and teachers and explained 
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their inventions. The toys were later returned and used in class for various activities 
including free play, role-playing etc.  
 
Reflection  
Throughout the unit, the children were given the space to express, explore and 
discover. They in turn used that experience to represent themselves in a way that they 
felt best described them - through their self-made toys. They inquired, reflected, 
communicated and had to remain open-minded as they experimented and created. 
Not only did the children develop a strong sense of curiosity and creativity, they also 
developed resilience when they had to make changes to their toys in instances when 
the materials could not work.   
 
As an educator, this is an example of a process of learning that is meaningful, 
engaging and enriching. The children were empowered and had autonomy over their 
own learning.  The environment also allowed for learning through mistakes and in this, 
the children became more vested in their journey and were not unnecessarily focused 
on the product. 
 
Conclusion 
One of the most important factors that contributed to the success of creating a culture 
of makers in the classroom is for teachers to see themselves as lifelong learners. "By 
embracing a student-like mindset and learning to turn self-education into a daily habit, 
you can hone your current skills and develop new ones while enriching your mind," 
(Jun, 2014). 

 
There are six practical steps that we followed closely when adopting this approach: 
1) Putting Our Heads Together 
At the start of every term and project, the children were often given the space to 
explore and discover collaboratively. Through small and large group discussions in the 
classroom, teachers picked up on children’s prior knowledge and, in turn, were able 
to contribute with their own experiences and knowledge. Classroom discussions 
became the perfect peer-learning platforms for children to listen, learn from and 
collaborate with each other. 
 
2) Experimentation & Discovery 
With every project, it was important for the children to be given ample time to explore 
and discover with the materials and tools they were working with. This was a crucial 
step in the process. It helped the children learn new information at a deeper level than 
just passive learning. This part of the process also allowed them to draw on their 
existing knowledge and learn from one another.  
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3) Making a Decision as a Community 
Deciding and coming to a common goal as a class community was crucial to the 
success of the project. This gave the children a platform to negotiate, collaborate and 
compromise. It also allowed them to learn each other’s similarities and differences and 
how to work around that - a crucial life skill. 
 
4) Designing and Learning 
After making a decision as a community, they start working on their designs. This was 
also an opportunity to introduce a professional they can learn from; for instance, in this 
case, an author, a director or a producer. This was an extension of the notion of 
teachers as lifelong learners, which reinforces the fact that teachers do not always 
have the answers and when they do not, the community steps in to help us gain 
knowledge and develop our skills.  
 
5) Making it Happen! 
This was the most exciting part of the entire process, observing and documenting how 
the children worked to make their ideas come to life. Be it directing and filming an 
animation or making a toy from scratch, the children were given complete autonomy 
to lead the way. The teacher plays the role of a facilitator. During this process, it was 
not uncommon for some children to turn to you for help. This was when you facilitate 
open-ended questions where relevant. This was a wonderful platform to build 
resilience and perseverance. 
 
6) Appreciating and Reflecting 
No learning would be complete without reflection. “Reflection gives the brain an 
opportunity to pause amidst the chaos, untangle and sort through observations and 
experiences, consider multiple possible interpretations, and create meaning. This 
meaning becomes learning, which can then inform future mindsets and actions.” 
(Porter, 2017). For example, holding an exhibition allowed children to reflect on their 
own journey whilst explaining their process to someone else. It also provided them 
with an opportunity to appreciate their peers’ work and to learn from them.  
 
We live in a world that is in a constant state of transformation. Early childhood 
classrooms are not just avenues for children to be made ready for school. They are a  
safe space for them to develop values and skills for life. A culture of makers in the 
classroom scaffold children to discover and achieve their highest potential whilst we 
develop a nation of innovators. 
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Putting Relationships First: Using Principles from Reggio 
Emilia to be Responsive to Our Students 

 
Traci Childress 

St. Mary’s Nursery School 
 
“But we don’t have any wooden loose parts,” one of the teachers says during staff 
training on Reggio Emilia practices. Our school is “Reggio inspired,” meaning that we 
use an emergent curriculum inspired by the educational approach articulated by Loris 
Malaguzzi in Italy. “How can we do this without the right materials?” is a common 
question at our center as we unpack what Reggio means to us. Over the past four 
years, we have been working to answer it in ways that are meaningful to our 
community.  
 
As a culturally diverse urban school, we have a unique landscape for our work with 
young children. In our community, we have families that speak over 25 home 
languages other than English. Staff are also culturally and linguistically diverse. This 
diversity brings with it myriad different perspectives about the world, about education, 
and about children. We came to understand that exploring what Reggio means to our 
school required us to look more closely at how we create relationships with children 
and families and how we plan, rather than focusing on the external artifacts often 
associated with Reggio Emilia practices. The principles of observation and reflection 
in planning have helped us become more responsive to the cultures that children bring 
with them to the classroom. 

 
At the heart of our school is the idea that, as has been beautifully articulated by Sandra 
Smidt, every child arrives in our classrooms with “pieces of the world,” and it is our job 
to understand those pieces.1 Learning to understand each child’s pieces is a way to 
be culturally responsive. Educator Souto-Manning2 describes a culturally responsive 
teacher in a way that guides our work by:  
 
• Integrating different perspectives and experience into classroom activities and 

materials 
• Understanding the different ways that learning can happen and how children are 

impacted by the culture of the school, the classroom, and the teacher  
• Reducing bias and prejudice that we have as teachers and schools 
• Honoring the child by inviting input into classroom and activities 
• Adapting approaches to accommodate each child’s needs 
• Inviting all school members to be involved in education.  
  
At its essence, the Reggio practice of observation and reflection allows us to be more 
aware of who our children are and who we are. These practices become ways to make 
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sure we are not being too rote and that we work to understand what children are saying 
to us about their experiences in our classrooms. It is also critical that we listen to more 
than what they literally say—that we reflect on what they do, how they respond, and 
how they interact. What we see, what we hear, what children make, and what families 
do all become part of the soundscape we work to respond to as educators. We hold 
the intention to develop this capacity in our relationships with children, with teachers, 
with families, with our community, and with our space as key to our capacity to be 
culturally responsive.  
 
As teachers learn to plan emergent curriculum based on children’s interests, they need 
guides to do so. We needed time for reflection, planning, and team meetings. We also 
needed to find more open-ended ways to notice children’s activities that were not an 
assessment. We started working with learning stories, which we sent home to families 
about once a month, giving them windows into our days.  
 
Learning stories are snapshots of learning moments that children experience. Each 
teacher group is tasked with doing a learning story for at least one child per month. 
The goal is to describe what is happening, explain what provocations and tools were 
provided and used, and record children’s words and dialogues. Teachers are 
encouraged to include original artwork, copies of artwork, and/or photographs of the 
moment as they can. This concrete tool can be used for lesson planning as well as for 
communicating with parents about their children’s learning at school. Avoiding 
judgmental language, we practice simply describing. This practice enables teachers 
to become more aware of ways that each child learns, and therefore more able to plan 
activities that scaffold learning for each child. Learning stories support teachers’ 
development of their own reflective practices and their capacity to see children’s play 
and understand its value. 
 
While learning stories helped teachers cultivate a practice of seeing children 
differently, planning based on these ideas remained a challenge for our teachers. After 
a year of working with concepts of listening and being responsive, we convened a 
meeting with one of our teaching teams to try mapping out more concrete ways to use 
reflected practices for emergent planning. We walked through the process of planning 
an open-ended lesson as a team. We took the notes from our process and crafted a 
draft of an emergent curriculum guide.This guide was shared with the full school 
teaching community and teams used it over the course of the following year. One of 
the teams also adapted this very long guide into a lesson planning template that further 
supported the team’s planning. The planning guides used emergent curriculum 
questions and applied them to specific plans for each week and for each part of the 
classroom.  
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This initial teaching guide was made up of reflection questions similar to the ones in 
the chart on page 18, some questions intended to discover possible meaning in play, 
and a section of questions to help make concrete plans that relate to parts of the 
classroom. Because our teaching teams are large and because many teachers are 
newer to planning in this way, we decided to use classroom areas to help make the 
application of ideas more manageable and concrete when carrying them out. After 
answering the above questions, we go through each classroom area (e.g. art, blocks, 
dramatic play) and plan ways to be responsive in light of the answers to our reflection 
questions. We also added a section for teachers to connect all of this to specifics, such 
as particular songs or books. This tool helps teams work together and follow through 
on their team planning and teaching.  
 
We have learned that families need opportunities to impact changes and provocations 
in our classrooms. For example, when we started work to revamp our practices three 
years ago, many teachers were struggling with classroom management and with how 
to redirect challenging behaviors. We began to use social emotional literacy practices, 
building practices into our day-to-day activities that would allow us to better navigate 
challenges. As a part of this effort, we began to create quiet spaces in our classrooms.  
 
When we first shared with families that we were creating quiet areas, one family 
expressed their concern: “What do you mean you are putting them in a silent corner! 
That is punishment.” We realized that we needed to introduce our practice in regard 
to the quiet area with a broader perspective, inviting families to our process and finding 
ways to understand what parents expected of us and wanted for their children. As we 
made our intention for the quiet area clearer, the same parent who had been so 
concerned stepped forward to help us build the area. She brought in a fabric canopy 
and some special LED lights to help us make a new space in the classroom where 
children could happily retreat.  
 
We learned that we had work to do to ensure our responsiveness took into account a 
broader possible understanding and a clearer articulation to parents of our actions as 
educators. We needed to tell the story of why we were making changes and how the 
changes impacted needs we saw; we needed to explore how we talked about those 
needs, and how to invite families to bring their ideas forward. We also learned the 
importance of invitation - of asking what we could invite parents to do as a part of the 
changes we were working toward.  
 
We also began to consider our capacity to offer more materials in languages other 
than English and include more materials from diverse homes. The goal of full 
translation is a pricey one, especially considering all of the materials we have as a 
school and the many languages spoken, but we have made a start. We have translated 
some materials into Mandarin, as we have a large group of families who speak 
Mandarin. We have also put out invitations for contributions of materials. For example,  
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we have invited families to send in photos of their children’s breakfasts (which we 
added to our Family Culture Board described below) and we have used these photos 
as classroom materials as well. We printed them, laminated them, and added them to 
our play kitchen areas so dramatic play can incorporate a broader diversity of food.  
 
Our Family Culture Board posts a community question that we invite families to answer 
by writing on a piece of paper provided and tacking it to the board, writing directly on 
the board, or emailing us photos we print and add to the board. We have also invited 
families to email photos in response to questions. The question changes every few 
months. Two of our most successful community inquiries were: (1) send us a photo of 
what you eat for breakfast and (2) send us a photo of your family in front of your front 
door. In the second instance, we invited families to also note where each family 
member was born. This activity made very visible the diversity among our community. 
The breakfast photos showed how differently we all eat, and the entrance photos with 
the birthplaces listed showed how many different parts of the world we come from, 
even within a single family. For our school, responsiveness includes adjusting 
practices, language, materials, perspectives, and approaches to learning. 
 
Who we are as educators determines how we create our educational spaces. So we 
also must work on knowing our particular lens. So we regularly look for ways and 
opportunities to ask how our own identities (e.g., racial, gender, cultural, linguistic) 
impact the way we are seeing and responding to our children. Using the work of 
educator Lisa Delpit,3 I have outlined four additional questions I think are key to our 
practice of responsiveness that will continue to guide me in my work as a director:  
 
• How can we learn about our students’ lives, families, and cultures?  
• How can we invite children to help co-create learning spaces?  
• How can we invite parental input into our learning environments?  
• How do we do the above while meeting state and federal mandates and ensuring 

that all children we teach are prepared for the expectations the world will have of 
them?  

 
We, as a school community, are still working on our practices of reflection and 
observation in the classroom. We are also working to increase our individual 
understanding of ourselves as people. To teach in a multicultural society, educators 
must know themselves and their own perspectives; they must also seek to know their 
students; their students’ cultures, expectations, and families; and more about their 
students’ individual lives. At our school, using some of the tenets from Reggio Emilia 
have helped us identify and use practices that allow us to listen, hear, and observe 
our children and our families and to respond to their diverse needs with more fluency.  
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Saint Mary’s Nursery School  
Learning Story: Example 
 
Child’s name: 
 

James 

Teacher name: 
 

Lesley 

Date: 
 

Sept 16, 2016 

Where: 
 

Big room in the block center 

Description (shows child 
exploring somethi 
ng): 

James was playing in the block center with 
three children. He had been there about 10 
minutes working on a structure. The structure 
was built mostly from the longest blocks 
standing on their narrow sides. When he tried 
to add the triangle pieces, they fell every time. 
Several times, they fell on friends. One friend 
told him, “That is not nice when it falls.” James 
said, “Help me fix it; it always falls.” The two 
children had a conversation about how to fix it. 
“Let’s do the pointy ones on the bottom,” the 
friend suggested. They went on to do this and 
invited a friend to look at the new building. “It’s 
tall and pointy,” James said, clearly proud of 
the way they had solved the problem. 
 

What next? It will be interesting to ask James about his 
building activities at home; at school, we might 
invite him to rebuild a structure with the same 
block shapes—long rectangular and 
triangular—to see what he does and to support 
him to learn about the shapes, about balance, 
and about what is stable and what is not. 
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learn about the shapes, about balance, and 
about what is stable and what is not. 
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Emergent Curriculum Questions 
 
 

REFLECTION 

• What is the theme for the month?  
• Did I communicate the theme to families? Was there responsiveness?  
• What did we do last week that children seemed to like?  
• A snapshot of the children interacting, materials children liked, interactions 

to explore, etc. 
• What did they do that showed that they were interested?  
• What might they have been curious about in addition to what I think they 

were interested in?  
• How can I break open/explore the larger theme further?  
• Which children seemed less interested? Do I understand why? How can I 

test my understanding?  
• How could I have engaged families in what we were learning?  

 
 

ENVISIONING WAYS TO BRIDGE TO NEXT STEPS IN LEARNING 

• What can I do to support the specific interest I saw children express?  
• What could be some related interests?  
• What can I set up or bring to the classroom to help children explore possible 

related ideas?  
• How can I ensure that my materials and plans are responsive to all 

children? 
• How can I engage families in gathering family-specific input to my planning 

or our theme? 
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Green-blue Schoolyards: An Effective Investment for Early 
Childhood, Nature, and Climate1 

Julien Vincelot2 and Esther Goh3 

Introduction 

In rapidly growing and urbanised cities, there is a need to ensure that cities remain 
sustainable and resilient, such that they support the health and well-being of its 
inhabitants, particularly the youngest. One such solution is in the provision of green 
and blue infrastructure. This refers to natural and semi-natural landscape elements on 
various spatial scales and includes a wide breadth of elements such as trees, grass, 
parks, pools, and ponds. This article shares a case study, originally featured on the 
Early Years Starter Kit Website, which was produced with the support of the City of 
Rotterdam and Ian Mostert, project leader at IVN and former Director of Speeldernis. 
Following the case study, the article will highlight some examples from the Asia Pacific 
region and what implications it has for the region. 

The Green-blue Schoolyards programme is a subsidy and technical support 
programme by the city of Rotterdam, currently for the period of 2019–2022. It 
addresses child-friendliness and climate adaptation agendas with a common solution: 
more nature in schoolyards. The programme supports schools to transform their 
outdoor spaces into natural play areas for outdoor educational projects and community 
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The programme sits at the intersection of several strategies: child-friendliness, urban 
greening, and climate adaptation. It aims to increase the number of green spaces 
(such as parks) and blue spaces (such as lakes, canals, and waterfronts) to address 
both the problems of families living in neighbourhoods with few attractive natural play 
opportunities and the risks associated with climate change. Green and blue spaces 
are known to provide compound benefits to residents and city authorities: active and 
healthier lifestyles, lower stress levels and better mental health for residents, better 
stormwater management, reduced heat island effects, and increased real estate 
values for the city.  

The programme has been funded through the municipality budget to focus on five or 
six schools in areas with fewer public green spaces and higher socioeconomic 
vulnerabilities. The schools are also selected to cover different areas of the city, 
through the lens of equity.  

The implementation process is led by the schools. They can receive funding to engage 
in a significant nature-based makeover of their outdoor spaces. The design process is 
participatory, involving children, parents, and the community, and must lead to the 
schoolyard being accessible to all residents outside school hours, including for families 
with children under school age. 

“Our green-blue schoolyards are an example of how spaces can be 
more beautiful, healthier, and safer. The green reduces heat stress 
and the blue makes us smart with water, and children from the school 
and neighbourhood have a nice place to sport and play.”  

— Bert Wijbenga, Counsellor and Deputy 
Mayor, Municipality of Rotterdam 

What worked well?  

1. A strong vision with the child at the centre. A vision that places children’s 
well-being and development at the centre is sometimes hard to maintain when 
budgetary constraints arise or deeply risk-averse habits of adults (professionals 
and parents) prevail. The Green-blue Schoolyards programme insists on a 
strong shared vision, which has helped schools manage resistance to changes 
within their neighbourhoods. This also helps to build resilience and 
sustainability; and to change the mindset of education staff, management, 
construction companies, and parents. This shared vision needs to be constantly 
maintained and refreshed among stakeholders to stay relevant and effective. 
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2. Smart spending – securing financing by identifying co-benefits. By 

addressing several topics important to Rotterdam’s leadership through a single 
intervention, the Green-blue Schoolyards programme allows funding streams 
to be combined, thereby unlocking larger amounts of budget. In this case, it 
enables child-friendly initiatives to be added on to existing investments from the 
existing climate adaptation efforts that are underway. 
 

3. A balanced and data-driven selection process. Each applicant school goes 
through a selection process that uses criteria relating to characteristics of the 
neighbourhood (50%) and the motivation of the school written in a project plan 
(50%). Data for the first half of the assessment is quantitative and comes from 
the city of Rotterdam, such as the area’s proportion of green surfaces, spaces 
for play, vulnerability to flooding or urban heat, and socioeconomic indicators. 
The other half is qualitative and involves meeting with the school’s leadership, 
understanding their motivation, and assessing their vision, their engagement, 
and their capacity for maintenance, programming, and training. The selection 
team, which also manages the programme, includes staff members of various 
city agencies such as education, health, and spatial planning. 
 

4. Schools leading implementation. The leading stakeholder is the school. This 
allows the project to be anchored in the neighbourhood, closer to residents. The 
schools oversee maintenance and activity programming and retain ownership 
of the new green-blue spaces. They can adapt each project to their own identity 
– especially in the programming of activities. Changes within the school’s 
organisational culture are therefore driven by their own vision, rather than by 
top-down direction from city hall. This approach further enhances local 
ownership and the long-term sustainability of the project.  
 

5. Local technical support. The green blue school year model4 has been 
thoroughly tested in Speeldernis, a popular natural playground organisation 
that engages in nature-centred play as a way to solve social issues prevalent 
in Rotterdam. The local organisation’s former director, Ian Mostert, has 
extensive expertise in the design and management of nature playgrounds and 
in the cultural and educational programming and community-building processes 
needed to turn these spaces into social hubs. By bringing local experts to 
support schools, the project is able to ensure that each space works for all 
neighbourhood residents. The local experts also act as hubs for peer learning 
among schools taking part in the program and organise workshops for school 

 
4 The nature playground ensures that young children and families can learn and explore the natural environment safely within 
the city. It offers a safe space for young children to play naturally through inquiry-based learning and supports a deeper 
connection with the environment.  




