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The second section, ‘Children as actors in research’, consists of two chapters. It provides exam-

ples of problematising the existing methodological certainties such as children’s voice in research and 

socially constructed positions of children and adults. Both chapters, authored by Spyrou (pp. 105–

118) and Warming (pp. 119–132), showcase how changing the conceptual framework opens up com-

pletely new ways to approach data, for example, by re-positioning adults and children in research. 

They are good examples of how re-thinking children’s agency might provoke fresh and more nuanced 

interpretations and conceptualisations of doing research with children.

The third section, ‘Agency in historical perspective’, includes three chapters, all coming from a 

German context and exploring childhood agency before the advent of the ‘New Sociology of 

Childhood’. Together, the chapters cover a timeframe from Romanticism in the 1800s to the 1970s 

with Kinderläden, a form of ‘free-range’ parenting. They reveal the historical pathway towards 

present conceptualisations of childhood agency, showcase the milestones on this pathway and 

make a strong case for generational order and generational ordering by analysing the historical 

nodal points of childhood agency. However, the examples come mainly from German experience, 

and as the roots of sociology of childhood are in Scandinavian research, it would have been inter-

esting to also have an example from there.

The fourth section, ‘Transnational and majority world perspectives on agency’, consists of 

three chapters discussing children’s agency in a variety of contexts across the globe. The geo-

graphic spread is wide: Asia, Latin America, Europe (Punch, pp. 183–196) and India (Sen, pp. 

197–210; Kayser, pp. 211–223). The chapters are thought-provoking and urge re-consideration of 

different contexts of childhood. Moreover, the critical discussion of concepts such as rights, power 

and justice and how they relate to agency offers a fresh way to understand childhood contexts. The 

concepts of majority and minority worlds should have been explicitly introduced at the beginning 

of the section and added into the index to avoid confusion.

The last section, ‘Agency in institutions of childhood’, includes four chapters introducing chil-

dren’s involvement in various institutional practices: early childhood education (Dreke, pp. 227–

242), child protection (Ackermann and Robin, pp. 243–255) and elementary school (Eckermann 

and Heinzel, pp. 256–270; de Moll and Betz, pp. 271–289). Again, the chapters provide a critical 

view on children’s agency in institutions; they argue that agency is a relational phenomenon and 

discuss how children participate in producing the institutional practices. They re-frame the stage of 

childhood and bring adults’ doings into the spotlight by asking whether claimed childhood agency 

is actually a desirable agency, whether children are really able to speak for themselves and how 

institutional practices are reproduced by children. The last chapter in this section represents a quan-

titative study, rare in the field of childhood studies, and presents an interesting discussion on how 

social class has an impact on children’s educational and out-of-school opportunities.

The book is well worth reading. It contains fascinating discussions about agency and childhood 

and challenges the reader’s understanding of these concepts, which, in the book, appear as multi-

faceted and multi-layered phenomena. In this regard, the first section has most to offer, but at the 

same time requires the reader to apply his or her mind in order to understand. This might be a slow 

process, especially for those who have not previously been in touch with post-structuralist episte-

mologies. For scholars new to the field of childhood studies, starting first with Sections II, III and 

IV and then coming back to Section I might be a good way to proceed.
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The sustainability crisis is widely known, with the urgency for action acutely felt and debated. The 

role of education on, for, and about sustainability has international (e.g. the United Nations (UN) 

Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, the Talloires Declaration), national (e.g. 

Australian Education for Sustainability Alliance) and local (e.g. New South Wales (NSW) Early 

Childhood Environmental Education Network, Queensland Early Childhood Sustainability 

Network) attention and action, with a growing body of literature across all sectors of education. 

And in Australia, our National Curriculum endeavours to establish the imperative of embedding 

the sustainability agenda through defining sustainability as a cross-curriculum priority. However, 

with all of the above-mentioned imperatives and resources (and more), unfortunately education for 

sustainability has not spread with the degree of contagion necessary, given the urgency of the cri-

sis. Since the early 1990s, as an early childhood and tertiary educator, researcher and activist, I 

have actively advocated for and enacted environmental education and education for sustainability. 

In my mind, the most significant scholarly contributions in recent times for education for sustain-

ability have been the writings on place-based pedagogy (e.g. Gruenewald, 2003; Massey, 2005) 

and posthumanism (e.g. Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013). In Children, Place and Sustainability, 

Margaret Somerville and Monica Green, too, argue for the necessity of the conceptual framework 

of place in sustainability education, with the enticing richness of many chapters of lived encounters 

of place-based sustainability education in a more-than-human world.

Children, Place and Sustainability is exceptional in honouring children’s voice and connection 

to place in an interconnected non-hierarchical world of varying complex beings. As the authors 

rightfully argue, there is little evidence of children’s views being considered in international and 

national policy and empirical research on sustainability education. To counter this deficit, direct 

quotes from children participating in posthuman place-based sustainability educational research 

are consistently foregrounded throughout the book, acknowledging that children, like adults, are 

embedded in local places and are valuable contributors.

Place, is a readily accessible concept that offers ‘a common language that can link the local and 

global, indigenous and non-indigenous and different disciplinary orientations’ (p. 17). And so, 

Somerville and Green draw on a range of understandings of place across different chapters, includ-

ing ‘thinking through country’, ‘place as region’, a ‘global sense of place’ and ‘place as assemblage 

of more-than-human-worlds’ (p. 9).

In ‘thinking through country’, children’s place learning is explored from Aboriginal Australian 

childhood memories of vivid, embodied connection to county, along with children’s visual map 

making in present time. Both cultivate embodied knowledge building in which nature and culture 

are entwined, so that connection to nature is deeply rooted in culture.

‘Place as region’ is lucidly described in chapter 3, where children describe their relationships of 

pride and care for the wetlands, the chicken shed, the indigenous garden and a vegetable garden 

within their school grounds. In chapter 5, a school-wide project of children designing and creating 

a school garden, along with chapter 7’s account of kitchen gardens also demonstrate children’s 

relationships to local place. Providing evidence of what many have argued (e.g. Gruenewald, 2003; 

Smit, 1997; Sobel, 1998) that the foundation of building sustainability awareness and action is care 

for a place. As bioregionalist, Orr (1992) explains ‘Good inhabitance is an art requiring detailed 

knowledge of a place, the capacity for observation, and a sense of care and rootedness’ (p. 130). 

Many stories in Children, Place and Sustainability vividly portray children’s care of places.

‘Place as assemblage of more-than-human-worlds’ is signalled throughout the book, with par-

ticular focus in chapter 6, in which Somerville shares her engagement with Karen Barad’s (2007) 

concept of intra-action in agential realism to the research design and analysis of two young chil-

dren’s nature play. Five nature-play events are storied inviting the reader to imagine they are there 

being with nature with the two young girls and Margaret ‘to explore the nature of matter, time and 

space in ways that breathe life into new possibilities for living justly’ (p. 124).
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In chapter 8, a ‘global sense of place’ is explored in terms of social sustainability and children’s 

rights driven by global events of violence against children. Although environmental sustainability 

is typically the main focus in sustainability education, the authors contend that the relationship 

between the social and environmental is of prime concern. Such relationships are explored through 

discussion of research of children mapping their everyday language practices, and how the maps 

bring to the fore

a broader understanding of language that might be more connected to the ground beneath our feet, to the 

words that may have evolved from this land and to forms of language and knowing that resonate with the 

idea of a sustainable future. (p. 165)

Sustainability education has yet to fully embrace place and posthumanism. Children, Place and 

Sustainability is a welcome entry into such emergent thinking and practice. Through a posthuman 

approach to place in sustainability education, all elements of the world and its living creatures are 

in ‘continual dynamic processes of shaping each other’ (p. 10). As Somerville acknowledges, the 

posthumanist philosophically thinking that Barad offers is the closest Western philosophical orien-

tation to the Aboriginal notion of ‘thinking through country’. Aboriginal Australians are indeed 

masters of sustainable living, as the longest living culture with extraordinary nuanced understand-

ings of every plant, animal and land form and their relationship to each other (see Cane, 2013; 

Pascoe, 2014), and so there is profound wisdom in listening to and following such thinking. 

Children, Place and Sustainability presents rich content of multiple lived possibilities of place as 

an essential connector for children and sustainability in a complex ethically and ecologically entan-

gled more-than-human world.
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