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Introduction

Early childhood education (ECE) is often discussed through the language of development,
readiness, and measurable learning outcomes. This orientation remains important, but it is no
longer sufficient in a period marked by ecological degradation, weakening relations between
children and their surrounding environments, and the growing need to cultivate ethical
sensitivity from the earliest years of life. ECE therefore needs to be understood not only as
preparation for formal schooling, but also as a formative space in which children begin to
develop ecological awareness, relational sensitivity, and care for the more-than-human world
(Arda Tuncdemir et al.,, 2022; Poje et al., 2024; UNESCO, 2021; Wu, 2024). Art education has
particular relevance in this regard because children do not encounter the world only through
verbal explanation or abstract concepts. They also learn through movement, rhythm, image,
sound, bodily expression, affect, and imagination. Previous studies have shown that arts-based
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learning can support aesthetic sensitivity, expressive capacity, social-emotional development,
and cultural identity formation in early childhood (Beasy et al., 2024; Chapman & O’'Gorman,
2022; Hayes et al., 2021; Nordbg & Fredriksen, 2023; Whitmore, 2018). What remains less clearly
developed, however, is how art education may also become a medium through which
ecological and spiritual meanings are formed, especially in cultural settings where art is part of
everyday community life rather than a separate school subject.

This question is particularly relevant in Indonesia. Early childhood education in Indonesia
is still frequently shaped by technical-instrumental orientations that emphasize standardized
cognitive outcomes, basic competencies, and measurable developmental indicators (Sakti et al.,
2024). Such orientations may provide administrative clarity, but they can also detach children’s
learning from the cultural, ecological, and spiritual worlds in which children actually live.
Learning then risks being reduced to generic developmental attainment, while the socio-
cultural conditions through which children form meaning, belonging, and ethical relations
receive less attention (Rottger-Rossler, 2024). This is problematic because many Indonesian
communities continue to sustain cultural practices, ritual forms, local ecological knowledge, and
symbolic resources that are pedagogically meaningful for children’s aesthetic, ecological, and
spiritual development (Mulya et al., 2022; Scheidecker et al., 2024; Streelasky & Lemon, 2024).
The issue is therefore not simply whether local culture can enrich ECE. The more important
question is how educational scholarship can take community-based cultural practice seriously
as a site where children learn values, relations, and ways of inhabiting the world through
participation.

Art education in Indonesian ECE practice and in much of the related literature has not fully
addressed this problem. It is still often framed in technical and procedural terms, with attention
directed toward children’s drawing, singing, dancing, or performance skills and toward
evaluation based on competence, product, or standardized developmental achievement (Sari
et al,, 2020). This emphasis is understandable in institutional ECE settings, yet it narrows the
pedagogical meaning of art by treating it mainly as a skill domain. Art becomes something
children are trained to perform, rather than a medium through which they may encounter
ecology, spirituality, community, and place. International scholarship has begun to widen this
perspective by linking early childhood arts education with creativity, embodiment,
sustainability, and relational learning (Chapman & O'Gorman, 2022; Hayes et al., 2021). Even so,
the field still offers limited explanation of what happens when young children engage with
artistic practices that are inseparable from ritual, ecological setting, and intergenerational
community life. Studies have examined art as a vehicle for environmental awareness and
community engagement, but relatively few have explored how artistic practices within living
cultural communities support ecological and spiritual meaning-making in early childhood
(Mulya et al., 2022; Peters & Barnett, 2024; Saraiva & Azevedo, 2020; Shih, 2020).

Ecopedagogy offers a useful lens for examining this issue because it places ecological
awareness, ethical responsibility, and human-nature relations at the center of educational
thought (Misiaszek, 2020a, 2020b; Ritchie, 2017). However, in early childhood education,
ecopedagogical work has often been discussed through formal schooling, curricular
intervention, nature-based programs, or policy-oriented sustainability initiatives (Asmayawati
et al., 2024; Poje et al., 2024; Sakti et al., 2024; Wu, 2024). This emphasis leaves less room for
understanding how ecological values may be learned through children’s ordinary participation
in cultural environments where nature, ritual, livelihood, and art already form part of the same
social world. In many traditional communities, ecological knowledge is not always transmitted
as an explicit lesson about the environment. It is often encountered through repeated
involvement in everyday practice, symbolic action, ritual performance, seasonal rhythm, and
intergenerational interaction (Mulya et al., 2022; Rottger-Rossler, 2024; Scheidecker et al., 2024).
Ecopedagogy in ECE therefore needs to be examined not only as a formal educational approach,
but also as a lived, embodied, and culturally mediated process.
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This point is reinforced by social theories of learning that understand communities as
settings where knowledge, values, and identities are formed through participation in shared
practice. Cultural communities can function as learning spaces in which children learn by
observing, imitating, joining, repeating, and gradually taking part in everyday social and cultural
activities rather than through direct instruction alone (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Rottger-Rossler,
2024). This perspective isimportant for early childhood education because young children often
learn through proximity, sensory engagement, guided participation, and relational
involvement. It also allows community-based art to be read not merely as cultural preservation,
but as a pedagogical ecology in which children encounter aesthetic, ecological, and spiritual
meanings through lived experience.

The Lima Gunung Community in Magelang, Central Java, provides a significant case for
examining this relationship. The community consists of local artists, many of whom are also
farmers, whose everyday life brings together artistic practice, village ritual, agrarian tradition,
and local spirituality (Arbi et al., 2021; Aswoyo & Sularso, 2020). Children in this community
encounter art through dance rehearsals, ritual processions, gamelan sessions, performance
preparation, communal farming, and village ceremonies. Art is not presented to them as an
isolated curricular activity, but as part of a wider social, ecological, and spiritual world. Lima
Gunung is therefore important not only because it is culturally distinctive, but because it makes
visible a broader theoretical problem in ECE: how children’s learning may be understood when
art, ecology, and spirituality are not separated into different educational domains. In this setting,
artistic experience is embedded in local tradition, ecological practice, and spiritual meaning,
making it especially relevant for examining how children’s participation in art may also become
participation in a wider moral and ecological order (Olsson et al., 2023; Zuhdi & Nasir, 2024).

This study examines early childhood art education in the Lima Gunung Community as a
community-based process through which ecological and spiritual meanings are encountered,
practiced, and interpreted. It does not treat ecopedagogy merely as a school-based
environmental intervention, nor does it treat art education only as the acquisition of technical
performance skills. Instead, it investigates how local artistic practices become lived pedagogical
experiences for young children. The study is guided by three research questions: (1) What forms
of artistic practice do young children engage with in the Lima Gunung Community? (2) How are
ecological values and Islamic spirituality embedded and experienced through these practices?
and (3) How can these insights inform the development of a community-based, spiritually
grounded model of early childhood art education? The study aims to identify children’s artistic
learning experiences, analyze the ecological and spiritual values embedded in these practices,
and propose a contextual analytical model of early childhood art education rooted in
community life, local ecology, and spiritual meaning.

Methods

Research Design

This study employed a qualitative ethnographic case study design to examine how young
children’s participation in community-based artistic and ritual practices within the Lima Gunung
Community mediated ecological and spiritual meaning-making. The design was selected
because the study focused on a bounded cultural-pedagogical case rather than on a formal
instructional program, curriculum intervention, or measurable developmental outcome. It was
informed by qualitative and ethnographic traditions that emphasize situated interpretation,
prolonged field engagement, and close attention to meaning-making within social practice
(Bieler et al., 2020; Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Menezes & Smaniotto Costa, 2024).
The case study orientation enabled the Lima Gunung Community to be examined as a specific
cultural setting in which art, ritual, ecology, and spirituality are closely interwoven. The primary
unit of analysis was children’s participation in community-based artistic and ritual practices,
including observing rehearsals, imitating movement, joining simple performances, carrying
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symbolic objects, listening to ritual narratives, engaging in informal conversations, and re-
enacting artistic or ritual experiences in play.

Case and Site Selection

The research was conducted in the Lima Gunung Community, a cultural collective located in
Magelang, Central Java. The community was selected because it provides a significant cultural-
pedagogical case in which artistic practice, village ritual, agrarian life, local spirituality, and
children’s participation intersect in everyday community life. The case was bounded by one
cultural community, while four art studios functioned as embedded field sites. These sites were
selected because they actively involve young children in artistic rehearsals, performances, ritual
activities, and community-based cultural transmission.

Table 1. Locations and Artistic Focus of Art Studios in the Lima Gunung Community
Forms of Arts Practiced (Original Terms and
English Renderings)
Padepokan Wargo Dusun Gejayan, Geculan Bocah (children’s playful dance), Kipas Mega
Budoyo (Merbabu) Desa Banyusidi, (cloud-fan dance), Gupolo Gunung (mountain
Kecamatan Pakis guardian dance), Soreng-Trunthung (Soreng warrior

dance and Trunthung folk performance), Topeng
Ireng (black-mask dance)

Sanggar Dhom Sunthil Dusun Warangan, Soreng-Trunthung (Soreng warrior dance and

Studio/Padepokan Location

(Merbabu) Desa Muneng Trunthung folk performance), Topeng Ireng (black-
Warangan, mask dance)
Kecamatan Pakis
Sanggar Andong Dusun Mantran Warok Bocah (children’s warok dance), Kuda Lumping
Jinawi (Andong) Wetan, Desa (woven-horse dance)
Girirejo, Kecamatan
Ngablak
Padepokan Tjipta Dusun Tutup Wayang Bocah (children’s wayang performance),
Boedaja (Merapi) Ngisor, Desa Wayang Wong (human wayang dance-drama),
Sumber, Kecamatan Wayang Topeng (masked wayang dance-drama),
Dukun Wayang Menak (Menak wayang performance),

Kethoprak (Javanese traditional theatre)

The names of the Lima Gunung Community and the four selected studios were retained
because they constitute the central cultural context of the study and are necessary for
understanding the case. However, individual participants were anonymized using participant
codes to protect confidentiality. This approach allowed the study to preserve the cultural
specificity of the research setting while minimizing the risk of exposing individual participants.

Participants and Recruitment
Participants were selected purposively according to their direct relevance to children’s
participation in community arts, the transmission of ecological and spiritual meanings, and the
organization of artistic and ritual practices within the Lima Gunung Community. The study
involved adult key informants, parents or caregivers, and children aged 3-8 years who
participated in rehearsals, performances, ritual processions, symbolic activities, and informal
conversations. Adult key informants included senior cultural figures, studio leaders, artists, and
children’s art facilitators who provided historical, pedagogical, cultural, ecological, and spiritual
interpretations of community-based art practices. Parents or caregivers, when involved in field
conversations, offered contextual accounts of children’s participation, family support, and
children’s re-enactment of artistic or ritual experiences outside formal events. Children were
engaged primarily through observation and informal, age-appropriate conversations because
the study focused on embodied, symbolic, and relational participation rather than on verbal
explanation alone.

Data from children were generated through non-intrusive observation, brief informal
conversations, and documentation of participation rather than through formal interviews.
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Children’s gestures, attention, movement, play-based re-enactments, short verbal responses,
and interactions with adults were treated as important forms of qualitative data. Artistic and
ritual events served as the main contexts for observing children’s participation, while artifacts
and visual materials supported the interpretation of symbolic, ecological, and spiritual
meanings embedded in community-based arts practice. The seven adult key informants were
anonymized by role and affiliated studio, and their individual names were not used in the
analysis. The names of the studios were retained because they are part of the cultural case and
provide necessary contextual grounding for interpreting the findings.

Table 2. Anonymized Adult Key Informants and Their Contributions to the Study

Infg(r)r::nt Stu dio;:jf:::?r:::i ty Site Primary Role Contribution to the Research
cl-01 Lima Gunung Senior cultural  Provided philosophical perspectives
Community figure on arts education, Javanese-Islamic
spirituality, and cultural
transformation.
SL-01 Padepokan Wargo Cultural Provided historical and collective
Budoyo community leader  accounts of artistic practices in the
Gejayan art community.
AF-01 Padepokan Wargo Artist and Shared insights on arts pedagogy,
Budoyo children’s  dance children’s movement learning, and
instructor intergenerational transmission.

AF-02 Sanggar Dhom Sunthil Studio  facilitator Explained how artistic practices were
and child mentor connected with nature, agrarian

rituals, and children'’s participation.

SL-02 Sanggar Andong Jinawi  Studio head and Explained family-based art traditions,
performance ritual organization, and children’s
coordinator involvement in performances.

AF-03 Sanggar Andong Jinawi  Performing arts Provided accounts of children’s
instructor for participation in traditional
children performance and creative

expression.

SL-03 Padepokan Tjipta Studio director and Explained how spiritual and aesthetic

Boedaja children’s stage values were integrated into
coordinator children’s performances and

community-based arts learning.

Field Engagement and Data Collection

Data were generated through prolonged field engagement conducted across the period 2022-
2025 through multiple visits and phases of community participation. Fieldwork was organized
around artistic rehearsals, gamelan sessions, performances, ritual processions, daily communal
activities, and informal encounters in the selected studios. The main techniques included
participant observation, semi-structured interviews with adult key informants, informal
conversations with children and adults, and documentation of artistic, ritual, and visual
materials. Observations focused on how children watched, imitated, moved, listened, carried
symbolic objects, joined guided performances, interacted with adult facilitators, and responded
to ecological or spiritual symbols. Fieldnotes, interview accounts, children’s brief statements,
observed actions, bodily participation, adult mediation, ritual context, artifacts, and visual
materials were analyzed together as evidence of how ecological and spiritual meanings were
communicated and experienced in community-based arts practice.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed through interpretive thematic analysis to move from description of
children’s participation toward interpretation of ecological and spiritual meaning-making. The
analysis began with repeated reading of fieldnotes, interview transcripts, informal conversation
records, visual materials, and artifact documentation to develop close familiarity with the data.
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Descriptive and interpretive coding were then used to identify children’s forms of participation,
including observing, imitating, joining dances, carrying symbolic objects, listening to stories,
taking part in guided ritual activities, and re-enacting artistic or ritual experiences in play. Codes
were compared across the four embedded field sites and grouped into broader categories
related to community mediation, environmental immersion, symbolic participation,
intergenerational guidance, ecological awareness, and spiritual orientation. These categories
were developed into three analytical themes: forms of early childhood participation in
community arts, ecological and spiritual meaning-making through arts participation, and a
contextual ecopedagogical model of early childhood art education. Children’s statements were
not treated as direct proof of fixed internalized values, but were read cautiously alongside
observed participation, adult mediation, symbolic objects, ritual settings, ecopedagogy,
community-based learning, and contextual hermeneutic interpretation.

Trustworthiness

Several strategies were used to strengthen the trustworthiness of the study, including data
triangulation, cross-site comparison, member reflection, peer debriefing, reflexive memoing,
audit trail, and thick description. Data triangulation was conducted by comparing participant
observation, interviews, informal conversations, fieldnotes, artifacts, and visual documentation,
so that interpretations of children’s participation were not based on a single type of evidence.
Cross-site comparison was used to examine recurring and contrasting patterns across the four
embedded field sites without assuming that all studios, rituals, or children’s experiences were
identical. Member reflection with selected adult informants and peer debriefing among the
research team helped clarify contextual meanings, refine emerging codes, and reduce the risk
of single-researcher interpretation. Reflexive memoing, audit trail, and thick description were
used to record analytic decisions, keep the interpretation traceable, and provide sufficient
contextual detail for readers to judge the transferability of the findings.

Ethical Considerations

The study followed ethical principles for qualitative research involving children, families, and
cultural communities. Permission to conduct fieldwork was obtained from relevant community
representatives and studio leaders, and parents or caregivers were informed about the purpose
of the study, the observed activities, and the use of fieldnotes, interview materials, and
documentation. Because the study involved children aged 3-8 years, data were generated
through age-appropriate assent, non-intrusive observation, and informal conversations
conducted only when children appeared comfortable, without separating them from familiar
adults or pressuring them to respond. All individual participants were anonymized through role-
based codes, while the names of the Lima Gunung Community and the four selected studios
were retained because they constitute the central cultural context of the study. Visual materials
and interpretations of ritual or spiritual practices were handled carefully to protect children’s
confidentiality, avoid exoticizing local traditions, and represent the community as a living
cultural and pedagogical setting.

Result

The findings were constructed through interpretive thematic analysis of fieldnotes, interviews,
informal child conversations, ritual observations, and artistic artifacts. Three analytical themes
were identified: (1) graduated participation in community arts, (2) ecological and spiritual
meaning-making through artistic and ritual experience, and (3) a contextual ecopedagogical
model of early childhood art education. Across the four embedded field sites, children’s
participation was most visible in watching rehearsals, imitating movement, joining opening
performances, carrying symbolic objects, listening to ritual narratives, and participating in
guided ritual activities. These forms of engagement indicate that arts learning in the Lima
Gunung Community was not organized as a formal instructional episode, but embedded in
everyday communal practice. Children were not usually positioned as central ritual authorities;
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rather, they learned through peripheral but meaningful participation supported by adult
facilitators, senior performers, family members, symbolic objects, and ritual environments.

Graduated Participation in Community Arts

Children’s participation in the Lima Gunung Community developed through gradual inclusion
in artistic and ritual life rather than through formal teaching. Across the observed sites, children
commonly learned by watching rehearsals, imitating gestures and rhythms, joining simple
choreographic sequences, carrying ritual objects, listening to stories, and taking part in opening
or supporting performances. This pattern suggests that children’s learning was based on
repeated exposure, embodied familiarity, and relational guidance rather than direct verbal
instruction alone. AF-01, a children’s dance instructor at Padepokan Wargo Budoyo, explained
that children often entered rehearsals already familiar with particular movements because they
had repeatedly watched older performers and community performances. This account supports
the interpretation that bodily familiarity preceded formal technique, allowing children to
participate through what may be described as movement memory.

The form of children’s participation differed across sites, but a common pattern of guided
inclusion appeared throughout the community. At Padepokan Wargo Budoyo, children’s
participation was visible in playful and performative forms such as Geculan Bocah, Kipas Mega,
and other opening dance activities. At Sanggar Dhom Sunthil, children were introduced to
performance through proximity to rehearsals, rhythmic imitation, and guided involvement in
communal arts connected with agrarian and ritual settings. At Sanggar Andong Jinawi, children
participated in Warok Bocah and Kuda Lumping as part of family-based and community-based
performance traditions. At Padepokan Tjipta Boedaja, children encountered more theatrical
forms such as Wayang Bocah and Wayang Wong, where performance, storytelling, discipline,
and spiritual etiquette were closely connected.

Children'’s roles were differentiated according to age, capacity, and ritual context. In most
cases, they were not the principal actors in sacred or exclusive ritual segments, but they were
included in preparatory, symbolic, and performative roles that remained educationally
meaningful. These roles included joining opening dances, carrying miniature gunungan,
holding flowers, singing simple processional segments, observing adult ritual actions, and
following guided performance routines. In Sungkem Tlompak, children joined the procession
by carrying miniature gunungan and singing in the opening segment. In Nyadran Kali, they
participated in water-related symbolic activities and took part in music- and movement-based
performances around the river setting. In Tapak Jaran Sembrani, children carried floral replicas
and performed Tarian Alam in a guided ritual context. In Tumpeng Jangka, children performed
Jaran Kepang Papat and listened to folk narratives in Wayang Kulit performance. In Suran or
Suronan, children performed Tari Kembar Mayang, participated in Wayang Wong, and joined
preparatory prayer activities.

These patterns show that children’s learning was mediated by proximity, repetition,
imitation, and manageable responsibility. They were gradually socialized into artistic and ritual
life by being allowed to observe, try, repeat, and participate without being required to master
the full symbolic authority of the ritual. Adult facilitators corrected movements gently, modeled
appropriate gestures, explained simple meanings, and created spaces in which children could
join without disrupting the ritual order. This form of shoulder-to-shoulder learning positioned
the community as a living pedagogical environment. Children’s arts learning, therefore, was not
detached from communal practice, but developed through being included in it.

Ecological and Spiritual Meaning-Making Through Arts Participation

Children’s artistic participation mediated two interconnected forms of meaning-making:
ecological awareness and spiritual orientation. These meanings did not appear as formal
doctrinal knowledge or abstract environmental concepts, but as emerging associations
expressed through gestures, short verbal responses, ritual attentiveness, symbolic action, and
play-based re-enactment. Ecological meaning-making was most visible when children
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associated ritual objects, water, harvest symbols, or natural sites with care, gratitude, and
responsibility. Spiritual meaning-making appeared when children connected performance
activities with prayer, blessing, reverence, health, or family well-being. These expressions should
not be treated as conclusive evidence of deep or stable internalization; rather, they show how
children began to encounter ecological and spiritual meanings through repeated participation
in artistic and ritual life.

In Sungkem Tlompak, CH-01 described the gunungan as “a prayer so the spring will stay
alive” (field observation, April 3, 2025). The statement emerged during a procession in which
children carried miniature gunungan while moving with adults through a ritual setting
organized around water, prayer, and collective care for the spring. Read cautiously, the child’s
words suggest an emerging association between symbolic object, prayer, and the continued life
of the spring, rather than a mature ecological doctrine. The interpretation is strengthened by
the surrounding situation: children were not only told about water, but were bodily involved in
carrying, singing, watching adults pray, and moving through a place already treated by the
community as ecologically and spiritually significant. In this sense, ecological meaning was
encountered through ritualized artistic participation rather than through explicit environmental
instruction.

A related pattern appeared in Nyadran Kali, where CH-02 remarked, “When | hold the
water, | feel like a guardian of the river” (field observation, August 6, 2023). The remark was made
in a water-related ritual context where children were close to the river, handled water
symbolically, and joined music- and movement-based activities with adult guidance. This
response suggests that water was experienced not only as a physical object, but also as
something carrying early moral and relational significance. AF-02, a studio facilitator at Sanggar
Dhom Sunthil, explained that children were encouraged to understand water as part of life, not
merely as a ritual property. The river setting was therefore not a background to learning, but
part of the pedagogical experience through which ecological sensitivity began to take shape.

In Tapak Jaran Sembrani, CH-03 stated, “This is a prayer for health, especially my eyes”
(field observation, November 27, 2022). The statement occurred in a guided ritual context where
children carried floral replicas and took part in Tarian Alam near a natural setting used
simultaneously for performance and prayer. Although brief, the expression shows that the child
connected ritual movement and place-based performance with bodily well-being and spiritual
hope. The riverbank functioned simultaneously as performance space, ritual site, and sensory
learning environment, allowing movement, place, and prayer to be experienced together. The
finding does not imply that children had fully internalized a stable ecological ethic, but it shows
that ritual participation created occasions for connecting bodily action, natural place, and early
spiritual orientation.

In Tumpeng Jangka, CH-04 stated, “This is to celebrate the harvest and care for the Earth”
(field observation, August 28, 2024). The remark appeared in a setting where harvest symbols,
performance, and communal storytelling were brought together, and where children
performed Jaran Kepang Papat while also listening to folk narratives in Wayang Kulit
performance. This response indicates an emerging association between harvest ritual, gratitude,
and environmental care. SL-02, a studio head at Sanggar Andong lJinawi, explained that
movement was taught together with meanings such as harvest, gratitude, and spiritual
harmony, which helped shape children’s interpretation of artistic action. In this context, dance
was not treated merely as technical performance, but as a medium through which children were
introduced to the symbolic relationship between land, sustenance, community, and
thanksgiving.

Spiritual meaning-making was also visible in Suran or Suronan, where prayer preceded
children’s performance activities. SL-03, a studio director at Padepokan Tjipta Boedaja,
explained that children were taught to begin with brief prayer because the event was not merely
a performance. During observation, CH-05 lowered their head and quietly said, “l ask for prayers
that my family be healthy” (field observation, September 28, 2024). The gesture, the short
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utterance, and the surrounding performance preparation together suggest that ritual
participation created space for children to associate art with prayer, reverence, and family well-
being. Again, the evidence is best read as early spiritual expression rather than proof of fully
formed doctrinal understanding.

Several observations also showed that children carried elements of ritual-artistic
experience into everyday play. Adult informants reported that some children recreated
simplified ritual sequences, arranged symbolic objects such as paper flowers on stones,
repeated songs heard during village ceremonies, or began practice by expressing thanks to the
earth or commenting on the pleasant feeling of water. These behaviors suggest that ritual-
artistic experiences were memorable and available for re-enactment in children’s everyday
activity. However, they should be understood as contextual indications of appropriation and
meaning-making rather than definitive evidence of permanent value formation. Overall,
ecological and spiritual meanings in Lima Gunung were mediated through artistic participation
in ways that were embodied, relational, symbolic, and situated in community life.

A Contextual Ecopedagogical Model of Early Childhood Art Education

The third theme concerns the analytical synthesis of how arts participation functioned as
contextual ecopedagogical learning in the Lima Gunung Community. The model is not
presented as a fixed framework or universally transferable sequence, but as an interpretation of
recurring patterns across observations, interviews, informal conversations, and documentation.
Three interrelated dimensions were especially prominent: community mediation,
environmental immersion, and spiritual orientation. These dimensions were not separate
components in practice; they operated together through children’s repeated involvement in
communal arts, ritual events, natural settings, and intergenerational relationships. The model
therefore describes how early childhood art education may become ecopedagogical when
children encounter art as part of a wider moral, ecological, and spiritual world.

The first dimension, community mediation, refers to the role of artists, parents, elders,
studio leaders, and facilitators in guiding children’s participation. Adults introduced stories,
modeled movement, corrected performance gently, explained simple meanings, invited
children into symbolic roles, and created a safe space for gradual participation. Their mediation
did not take the form of formal classroom instruction, but appeared through demonstration,
correction, encouragement, storytelling, prayer, and shared preparation. Through this process,
children learned how to participate in artistic and ritual life without being positioned as full ritual
authorities. Community mediation was therefore central to how artistic practice became
educationally meaningful for young children.

The second dimension, environmental immersion, refers to the ways natural and material
settings shaped children’s learning. Springs, rivers, fields, pendapa spaces, ritual pathways,
wind, water, incense, flowers, musical rhythm, and open-air performance settings were part of
the conditions through which children encountered meaning. The environment was not merely
a backdrop for performance, but a sensory and symbolic field in which ecological awareness
could emerge. Children’s contact with water, harvest symbols, earth, sound, movement, and
ritual objects connected ecological meaning with bodily experience. This dimension was visible
across rituals involving springs, rivers, harvest practices, and open-air communal performances.

The third dimension, spiritual orientation, refers to the presence of prayer, gratitude,
reverence, selawat, ritual etiquette, and locally Islamic spiritual references within artistic
participation. These elements were not usually taught as separate doctrinal lessons, but were
woven into the structure of performance, preparation, procession, and communal ritual.
Children encountered spiritual meaning through beginning practice with prayer, observing
adult reverence, joining processional activities, listening to stories, and associating performance
with health, blessing, family well-being, and gratitude. This finding suggests that spirituality in
the Lima Gunung context was encountered through participation rather than through formal
religious explanation alone. Ecological and spiritual meanings were therefore intertwined as
lived orientations rather than treated as separate instructional domains.
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Across these dimensions, four recurring pedagogical processes could be identified. The
first process was narrative and sensory introduction, in which children encountered ritual
meanings through stories, observation, sound, objects, and natural settings. The second process
was embodied imitation and guided practice, in which children repeated movements, rhythms,
chants, gestures, or simple performance sequences under adult guidance. The third process was
symbolic participation, in which children carried flowers, held miniature gunungan, wore ritual
cloth, joined opening dances, or performed simple musical and choreographic roles. The fourth
process was re-enactment and informal reflection, in which children repeated songs, arranged
symbolic objects, retold fragments of ritual experience, or connected artistic activity with simple
meanings such as care for water, gratitude for harvest, prayer for health, and respect for the
earth.

Taken together, the findings suggest that early childhood arts learning in the Lima
Gunung Community can be understood as a contextual ecopedagogical process. This process
is rooted in children’s gradual participation in communal arts, supported by adult mediation,
shaped by multisensory engagement with natural environments, and oriented by spiritual and
cultural meaning. The proposed model should therefore be read as an analytical synthesis of
one specific community context rather than as a finalized framework for direct replication. Its
significance lies in showing that art education in early childhood may become a medium for
emerging ecological and spiritual meaning-making when it is embedded in community life,
ritual practice, and lived relations with place. This interpretation also reinforces the need to
understand children’s learning beyond narrow skill acquisition or classroom-centered
pedagogy, especially in cultural communities where art, ecology, and spirituality remain
interconnected in everyday practice.

Values Emerging from Children’s Artistic Participation

What becomes visible across the findings is not simply that children were involved in traditional
arts, but that their involvement opened a quiet space where care, gratitude, restraint,
attentiveness, and belonging could begin to take shape. These values did not appear as explicit
moral lessons delivered by adults, nor as fixed competencies that children could immediately
verbalize or consistently demonstrate across settings. They emerged through small acts:
watching older performers before joining them, holding water or flowers with care, lowering
the head in prayer, carrying miniature gunungan, repeating songs after ceremonies, and re-
enacting ritual fragments in play. In these moments, art became a way of learning how to stand
within @ community, how to sense the presence of nature, and how to recognize that
performance could also carry prayer, memory, and responsibility. The most important finding,
therefore, is not that Lima Gunung provides an alternative arts curriculum, but that it shows how
young children may begin to inhabit ecological and spiritual values through shared aesthetic
life.

Table 3. Values Emerging from Children'’s Artistic Participation in the Lima Gunung Community

Key Empirical Texture Values Made Visible

Pedagogical Significance

Children watched rehearsals,
imitated movements, joined
opening performances, and
gradually entered artistic roles

Emerging patience,
attentiveness, humility, and
relational discipline

Learning appeared as gradual
participation in community life,
not as immediate mastery of
artistic technique

Children carried flowers,
miniature  gunungan, ritual
objects, and joined symbolic
processions

Emerging care, responsibility,
reverence, and respect for
shared ritual space

Symbolic objects became media
through which children
encountered the communal and
ecological meanings of artistic
action

Children encountered springs,
rivers, harvest symbols, fields,
soundscapes, and open-air
performance spaces

Emerging ecological sensitivity,
gratitude for nature, and
awareness of human
dependence on land and water

Nature functioned as part of the
learning  environment, not
merely as a background for
performance
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Key Empirical Texture

Values Made Visible

Pedagogical Significance

Children connected Early spiritual orientation, hope, Spirituality was encountered
performance  with  prayer, reverence, and ethical through embodied participation
health, blessing, family well- tenderness and ritual atmosphere rather
being, and gratitude than formal doctrinal instruction
alone

Children  repeated songs, Memory, appropriation, Children’s play showed how
arranged symbolic objects, belonging, and imaginative ritual-artistic experience could
retold fragments of ritual continuity travel beyond the event and
experience, and re-enacted become part of everyday
ceremonies in play meaning-making

Adult facilitators modeled Intergenerational trust, guided The community operated as a

movement, corrected gently,
narrated meanings, and opened
manageable roles for children

freedom, and an early sense of
communal responsibility

pedagogical ecology in which
adults mediated children’s entry
into art, place, and value

The findings therefore ask us to read early childhood art education less as a domain of
performance skill and more as a subtle practice through which values may begin to form. In Lima
Gunung, children did not learn ecology only by being told to protect nature, and they did not
encounter spirituality only through formal religious explanation. They encountered both
through movement, sound, touch, story, prayer, place, and the careful guidance of adults who
allowed them to participate without forcing premature mastery. This is the sharper contribution
of the case: it makes visible an ecopedagogy that is not designed first as a curriculum, but lived
as a cultural rhythm. Its relevance lies in showing that the earliest traces of ecological and
spiritual education may begin in gestures that appear small, but are pedagogically dense:
holding water, following a rhythm, joining a procession, listening before moving, and learning
to belong before learning to perform.

Discussion

The findings require a cautious reading of early childhood arts learning as a practice of gradual
participation rather than as direct instruction in art, ecology, or spirituality. In the Lima Gunung
Community, children entered artistic life through watching older performers, following
rhythms, carrying symbolic objects, listening to stories, joining processions, and re-enacting
fragments of ritual experience in play. These forms of participation do not prove stable
ecological literacy or complete spiritual understanding. They show instead that ecological and
spiritual meanings became available to children through repeated bodily, sensory, and
relational involvement in community life. This extends early learning scholarship on imitation,
sensory engagement, and situated participation by showing how such processes unfold within
ritualized community arts rather than only within formal educational settings (McLinden et al.,
2018; Nasiopoulou et al., 2022; Williams, 2021).

The concept of graduated participation is useful because it prevents both deficit and
romantic readings of children’s roles. The children were not passive recipients of inherited
tradition, but neither were they fully autonomous ecological or spiritual agents. Their roles were
modest, guided, and often peripheral, such as joining opening dances, carrying miniature
gunungan, holding flowers, watching adult ritual actions, or entering performance through
manageable sequences. Yet these roles allowed children to experience belonging before
mastery, discipline before performance, and relation before explanation. This resonates with
arts-based early childhood scholarship on embodiment and aesthetic participation, while the
present case locates that process in community ritual rather than classroom-based art activity
(Bautista et al., 2018; Chapman & O’Gorman, 2022; Ward, 2013).

The ecological dimension of the findings should not be overstated as evidence of long-
term pro-environmental behavior. Children’s references to water, springs, harvest, flowers, and
earth indicate early ecological meaning-making shaped by places and materials already valued
by the community. A spring was not merely a natural object, a river was not only a setting, and
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harvest symbols were not decorative props. These elements became pedagogical mediators
because children encountered them through movement, prayer, carrying, storytelling, and
adult explanation. Ecopedagogy has long argued that ecological learning is ethical, relational,
and situated rather than simply cognitive (Misiaszek, 2017, 2020a); the Lima Gunung case adds
that, for young children, such learning may begin as bodily and symbolic orientation before it
becomes articulated environmental knowledge.

This interpretation also complicates conventional language in early childhood
environmental education. Studies rightly emphasize nature connection, sustainability
awareness, and environmental responsibility, but the present findings suggest that such
orientations may emerge without being packaged first as explicit sustainability content (Ardoin
& Bowers, 2020). Children’s encounters with rivers, fields, soundscapes, flowers, ritual paths, and
open-air performances became meaningful because these elements were woven into a social
world of prayer, memory, and intergenerational guidance. Place-based and eco-art studies
similarly show that children’s environmental understanding deepens when learning is tied to
local materiality and lived place (Haggstrom & Schmidt, 2020; Sunassee & Bokhoree, 2021). The
Lima Gunung case contributes a culturally specific account of how this place-based relation is
mediated by communal arts and ritual atmosphere, not simply by outdoor exposure.

The study also shows why art should not be treated as automatically transformative. Art
became ecopedagogical here because it was held within a specific configuration of adult
mediation, symbolic objects, local ecology, ritual repetition, and children’s opportunity to re-
enact experience. Without those conditions, artistic activity could remain a performance
exercise or cultural display. This caution matters because research on arts-based sustainability
education reports promising links with creativity, wellbeing, and nature connection, while also
noting that outcomes depend on context, pedagogical design, teacher preparedness, and
access to meaningful environments (Bascopé et al., 2019; Kalafati et al., 2024; Moula et al., 2022;
Walshe et al., 2022). The implication is not that art causes ecological awareness, but that art can
mediate ecological meaning when embedded in relationships, place, and shared cultural
practice.

The spiritual dimension requires the same restraint. Prayer, selawat, gratitude, reverence,
and concern for family well-being appeared in children’s participation, but these moments
should be read as early spiritual orientations rather than complete spiritual formation. Children
encountered spirituality through the felt structure of participation: lowering the head before
performance, listening to elders, moving with others, and recognizing that art could carry prayer
as well as display. This is consistent with scholarship that treats spirituality as part of children’s
ethical and relational development (Zuhdi & Nasir, 2024). The contribution of this case is to show
that spiritual meaning in early childhood may be inseparable from body, place, sound, object,
and community rhythm.

The contextual model developed from the findings should therefore be read as a
language for interpretation, not a package for replication. Community mediation,
environmental immersion, and spiritual orientation name the conditions that made children’s
participation meaningful in this setting. Holding water, carrying flowers, joining a procession, or
listening before moving became educationally dense because these acts were embedded in
relationships that gave them ecological, cultural, and spiritual weight. In this respect, the Lima
Gunung case sits beside studies of eco-capabilities, collaborative exploration, and culturally
responsive eco-art pedagogy, but it adds a different emphasis: children’s ecological and spiritual
meaning-making is traced not from a designed program or teacher-led intervention, but from a
living community ecology in which art, ritual, place, and intergenerational memory are already
entangled (Caiman et al., 2021; Fajrie et al., 2024; @degaard, 2021; Walshe et al., 2023). The case
also sharpens ethno-cultural and ecological art discussions by showing that local traditions
should not be reduced to decorative content, since their pedagogical force depends on the
living relations, ritual responsibilities, and everyday forms of participation that sustain them
(Kireeva, 2020; Mamur & Celik, 2023).
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The study’s limits remain central to its interpretation. Lima Gunung is a culturally specific
community with strong artistic traditions, active intergenerational relations, and ritual
continuity, so the findings cannot be generalized to all early childhood settings. The study also
does not establish whether children’s emerging ecological and spiritual orientations are
sustained over time or become stable practices beyond the observed events. Children’s voices
were included through short statements, gestures, and re-enactments, but their perspectives
were still partly mediated by adult accounts and researcher interpretation. Future research
should therefore use comparative, longitudinal, and more child-centered methods, including
participatory drawing, guided storytelling, child-led photography, or arts-based elicitation, not
to standardize community art as an intervention, but to understand more carefully how young
children encounter ecological and spiritual meaning through ordinary, repeated, and often
quiet forms of shared cultural life.

Conclusion

Early childhood arts learning in the Lima Gunung Community appears through a slow entry into
communal artistic and ritual life, not through direct instruction in art, ecology, or spirituality.
Children encountered meaning in acts that seem small but are pedagogically dense: watching
older performers, imitating movement, carrying flowers or miniature gunungan, holding water,
joining processions, listening to stories, beginning performance with prayer, and re-enacting
ritual fragments in play. These acts should not be treated as proof of stable ecological literacy or
complete spiritual formation. They are better read as traces of emerging meaning-making
shaped by adult mediation, symbolic objects, natural settings, and shared cultural memory. The
study therefore places Lima Gunung within wider debates on arts-based and place-based early
childhood education by showing that local ritual, intergenerational guidance, and everyday
relations with land and water can function as sources of pedagogical knowledge, not merely as
cultural background.

The argument remains bounded by the character of the case itself. Lima Gunung has
strong artistic traditions, active intergenerational participation, and ritual continuity; for that
reason, the model proposed here should not be treated as a framework to be transferred directly
into every early childhood setting. The study also cannot determine whether children’s
emerging ecological and spiritual orientations endure beyond the observed events, nor can it
fully recover children’s subjective meanings from brief utterances, gestures, observation, and
adult-mediated accounts. Future studies need to examine comparable cultural communities,
follow children’s meaning-making over time, and use more child-centered methods such as
participatory drawing, guided storytelling, child-led photography, or arts-based elicitation. For
early childhood practice, the lesson is not to transplant Lima Gunung rituals into classrooms, but
to learn from their pedagogical logic: let children observe before performing, allow objects and
places to carry meaning, value adult mediation, and recognize that ecological and spiritual
learning may begin through quiet, repeated, embodied participation in shared cultural life.
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