
Research and activity design by Sunniva Vann
Editorial by Christina Galego
Design by Nic Arney
Program direction by Kristina Stoney
A project by ISMOTION

Shoes & 
Sustainability

http://worldbycycle.info/sunniva-vann
http://worldbycycle.info/christina-galego
http://worldbycycle.info/team
http://worldbycycle.info/team
http://ismotion.info
http://ride2learn.org
http://worldbycycle.info
http://ismotion.info


CONTENTS
MODULE 1: 
THE IDEAS BEHIND YOUR SHOES, AN INTRODUCTION 
 —3
THE HISTORY OF SHOES —4
WHAT DO YOUR SHOES —6
IT’S ART! SHOE GALLERY —12

MODULE 2: 
THE SHOES’ SNEAKY SECRETS: A LOOK AT SUSTAINABILITY
 —15
WHAT IS IT LIKE WHERE MY SHOES ARE MADE? —16
WHAT ARE THE HUMAN IMPACTS OF MAKING SHOES? —19
WHAT ARE THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF SHOES? —22
GUERILLA ART ADVENTURE —25
WHERE ARE YOUR FEET TAKING YOU? —28
 
RESOURCES 
 —31
FACT SHEET:  
THE HISTORY OF SHOES —32
FACT SHEET:  
SHOE OF MANY PARTS —34
FACT SHEET:  
WEB RESOURCES —36



MODULE 1: 

THE IDEAS BEHIND 
YOUR SHOES, AN 

INTRODUCTION 

A1: THE HISTORY  
OF SHOES 

A4: IT’S ART! SHOE 
GALLERY

A2: WHAT DO 
YOUR SHOES SAY 
ABOUT YOU

A3: CREATE-A-
SHOE
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ACTIVITY:

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 1

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Develop critical thinking and 
introspectiveness about students’ shoes 
from multicultural perspectives.

• Introduction to using the TIGed Ride To 
Learn virtual classroom online Writing tool.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 1, The History of Shoes Fact 
Sheet 

• Resource 3, Module 1, The History Of 
Shoes

One Hour

Access to TIGed 
Ride To Learn Virtual 
Classroom

Visual - individual or 
collaborative work

THE HISTORY OF SHOES



THE HISTORY OF SHOES
ACTIVITY:

A 1
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ACTIVITY

1. Have students review the History of Shoes Fact Sheet.

2. Have students consider the discussion questions alone, in pairs, or as a class.

3. Students can then log in to the Ride To Learn classroom and share their 
opinions in the Writing section by

a. Selecting Writing from the Your Classroom menu;

b. Selecting The History of Shoes folder;

c. Selecting Post Writing;

d. Naming their post as follows:

COUNTRY / SCHOOL (an abbreviation is fine) / NAME(S); 

Have other students from around the world answered too? Encourage your students 
to check out what others have written, and to ask themselves how these students’ 
answers are different from their own.

DISCUSSION

1. Why do people wear shoes? 

2. Why do you think people first started wearing shoes? Might some reasons have 
been more important than others? 

3. What can you find out about the history of shoe production in your country? 

4. What is the most interesting bit of history about shoe production? Why?

http://ride2learn.org
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ACTIVITY:

WHAT DO YOUR SHOES 
SAY ABOUT YOU?

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 2

PRELIMINARY ACTIVITY FOR 
SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Using shoes as a point of inquiry, identify 
and investigate possible relationships 
between  individuals and their culture. 

• Introduction to using the TIGed Ride To 
Learn virtual classroom Discussions tool.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 3, Module 1, What Do Your Shoes 
Say About You.

One Hour 
Preparation

One Hour Class

Access to TIGed 
Ride To Learn Virtual 
Classroom

Visual, Auditory 
- Individual or 
collaborative work

WHAT DO YOUR SHOES



WHAT DO YOUR SHOES 
SAY ABOUT YOU?

ACTIVITY:

A 2
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ACTIVITY

1. Have students visit the “What Do Your Shoes Say About You?” thread in the 
Discussions tab in the Ride To Learn classroom, found on the Your Classroom 
menu at the left-hand side of the page. (Alternatively, students can answer 
these questions in your classroom either with written or verbal responses, and 
share their answers with their peers.)

2. Have students each respond to the question “What Do Your Shoes Say About 
You?” in the Discussion thread.

3. Have students expand on their answer by thinking about what their shoes mean 
to them, and to their culture. Ask students to include answers to the following 
questions in their response:

a. What is your favourite pair of shoes? Why?

b. How many pairs of shoes have you worn in your life? 

c. How many pairs of shoes do you own now?

d. Why do you wear your shoes?

4. Have your students read what other children from around the world have 
posted as their answers. (Have no other classes completed this activity yet? 
Your students will still benefit from reading and considering the perspectives of 
their classmates.)

DISCUSSION

1. What did you learn about how children from other cultures think about their 
shoes? If their thinking is different, why do you think it is?

a. If their thinking is similar, can you explain why that might be? 

b. What can you learn about someone by looking at their shoes?

http://ride2learn.org
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WHAT DO YOUR SHOES 
SAY ABOUT YOU?

ACTIVITY:

A 2
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2. What can you learn about someone by looking at their shoes?

3. Where do you think your shoes come from? 

 a) How do you think they got to you? 

 b) Who do you think made your shoes? 

 c) How many countries do you think your shoes have been to? 

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

CREATE-A-SHOE

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 3

SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Recognize and identify the intricacies of a 
shoe. 

• Introduce the concept of a shoe as a global 
product, in terms of its production. 

• Evaluate the importance of certain shoe 
parts; formulate a design and create a shoe 
by internalizing this information. 

• Translate abstract materials into a working 
product. 

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 2, A Shoe of Many Parts Fact 
Sheet

• Resource 3, Module 1, Create A Shoe

Four Hours

Used materials for 
shoe creation (i.e. 
cardboard, boxes, 
plastic bottles, 
fabric, rubber tires, 
rope, etc.)

Visual, Auditory, 
Kinesthetic 

- Individual work



CREATE-A-SHOE
ACTIVITY:

A 3

Program Links & Resources: ride2learn.org : Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported : page 10 of 43

ACTIVITY
PART I:  PROJECT INTRODUCTION

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu.

1. Ask your students to take a close look at their shoes. Take them off! Look right 
up close. What do they see? Have students share informally with one another 
about what they see as they explore.

2. Have students draw, write about, or create a presentation on what they found 
out about their shoe. Share the Shoe of Many Parts Fact Sheet with students 
to help them along and supplement their learning. Students should somehow 
include their answers to the questions below.

a. What are the parts of your shoe?

b. What kinds of materials do you think it’s made of? 

c. Where do you think those materials came from?
PART II:  CREATE!

3. Have students create a shoe from used materials. Students can find materials 
in the recycling or garbage bin, at home, outside, or in the classroom. Be 
creative—anything might work!

     Questions for students to consider:

a. What can you turn into a shoe? 

b. What is the most important part of a shoe?

c. What do the materials you chose have to be able to do? 
PART III:  HAVE FUN!

4. Have your students walk around the classroom to test the strength of the shoes 
they’ve made. See whose shoes last the longest when they’re used!

5. Feeling ambitious? As a class, make an obstacle course to test your shoes. Can 

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


CREATE-A-SHOE
ACTIVITY:

A 3
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the shoes stand up to jumping from one hula hoop to another?

DISCUSSION

1. How hard was it to make your shoes? What was the hardest part? What was the 
easiest? 

2. Whose shoe lasted the longest? Why? 

3. Who was the most creative in the materials they found?

4. What was the most popular material used?

5. Why do you think your real shoes, the ones on your feet, are made out of those 
specific materials? Do you think they could be made out of something else 
instead?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 4

EXTENSION ACTIVITY FOR 
SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #1

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Explore multicultural perspectives on shoe 
design.

• Compare materials available in varied 
countries, and analyse the meaning of 
choices made in the creation of students’ 
shoes. 

• Introduction to using the TIGed Ride To 
Learn virtual classroom Art Gallery tool.  

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• None.

One Hour

Access to TIGed 
Ride To Learn Virtual 
Classroom, and 
Digital Camera

Visual, Auditory - 
Individual work

IT’S ART! SHOE GALLERY



IT’S ART! SHOE GALLERY
ACTIVITY:

A 4
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu.

1. Take a photo of the shoes you’ve created and post it to the virtual classroom Art 
Gallery.

a. Select Art Gallery from the Your Classroom menu.

b. Select It’s Art! Shoe Gallery album.

c. Select Post Image.

d. Have students title their post as follows:

e. COUNTRY / SCHOOL (an abbreviation is fine) / STUDENT NAME

f. Have students 

i. Upload the image of their shoe;

ii. Describe the materials they used in their shoe, and why they chose 
them;

iii. Give their shoe a name or title

2. Have your students look at other shoes that students from around the world 
have made, and talk as a class about what you notice. Please see the 
Discussion Questions below. 

3. If no other classes have yet posted photos of their project, discuss as a class 
what you imagine shoes made by other students around the world would look 
like, and what materials they would use. When other classes do post photos, 
compare the shoes they made to the shoes you imagined.

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


IT’S ART! SHOE GALLERY
ACTIVITY:

A 4
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DISCUSSION

1. Did the shoes from students in other countries look very different from yours?

2. What kind of materials did they use? 

3. Why did they choose to use those materials? 

4. How are the materials they used different from the ones you used? 

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


MODULE 2: 

THE SHOES’ SNEAKY 
SECRETS: A LOOK AT 

SUSTAINABILITY

A5: WHAT IS IT 
LIKE WHERE MY 
SHOES ARE MADE

A8: GUERILLA ART 
ADVENTURE

A9: WHERE ARE 
YOUR FEET TAKING 
YOU

A6: WHAT ARE THE 
HUMAN IMPACTS 
OF MAKING SHOES

?A7: WHAT ARE THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACTS OF 
SHOES

http://ride2learn.org


ACTIVITY:

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 5

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Explore the ties of students’ shoes to 
a global system of consumption and 
production. 

• Identify geographical and anthropological 
details of shoe manufacturing countries.

• Translate learned material into a creative 
articulation of basic knowledge.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 3, Module 2, What Is It Like 
Where My Shoes Are Made

Two Hours

Access to Wikipedia, 
Encyclopedias and 
Atlases

Visual - Individual 
work

WHAT IS IT LIKE WHERE 
MY SHOES ARE MADE?

http://www.wikipedia.org


WHAT IS IT LIKE WHERE 
MY SHOES ARE MADE?

ACTIVITY:

A 5
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu.

1. Have students use (one or more of) Wikipedia, encyclopedias, and atlases to 
find out about a shoe-making hot spot. Students can choose a factory from 
the list below or use their imagination and choose another country with a huge 
shoe industry, like Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, Cambodia, Malaysia, or Sri 
Lanka.

2. Questions for students to consider:

a. What can you learn about the country that you’ve chosen?

b. What is the country like there? The geography? The climate? The people?

 Optional locations to choose from are as follows:  

a. South Korea: The port city of Pusan on the southeastern coast emerged 
in the early 1970s as the country’s main centre of footwear production, 
employing at one point over 150,000 footwear workers.

b. China: Wellco Factory, in Dongguan, Chang’an, is a Korean-invested 
factory contracted by Nike. Eight thousand workers are employed there, 
though most of these workers have not signed any contract with the 
factory.

c. Vietnam: Tai Kwang Vina factory employed 10,000 people. Most workers 
were immigrants from northern and central Vietnam who left their homes, 
families, and work  in rice fields for a better city life.

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


WHAT IS IT LIKE WHERE 
MY SHOES ARE MADE?

ACTIVITY:

A 5
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d. Taiwan: Quan Tak Footwear Company—A Taiwanese newspaper reported 
that nearly 4,000 workers from Quan Tak had staged a wildcat strike, 
demanding they be paid for five years’ worth of unpaid overtime. The 
factory closed shortly afterward.

3. What does your shoe see? Have students describe a scene in detail that a shoe 
would see and experience near the factory location they’ve chosen, using the 
information they’ve found. Students may use illustrative storytelling, drawing—
however they feel best able to express their ideas. Have students share their 
scene and what they’ve learned about their chosen country with the class.

Example:

After being assembled in a Korean-owned factory in an industrial district outside of 
Jakarta, Indonesia, the shoes are now on their way to being shipped to the country 
where they’ll be sold. The shoes feel the hot and humid tropical climate, and 
through a hole in the side of the truck that carries them they see the high tides of 
the Java Sea and the foodstalls lining the road, piled high with dishes of tofu, nasi 
goreng fried rice, and gado-gado vegetables slathered with peanut sauce.

DISCUSSION

1. What was the most interesting thing you learned about the country you 
researched?

2. Why do you think so many shoes are made in these countries?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

?
DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 6

PRELIMINARY ACTIVITY FOR 
SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Investigate human rights abuses in 
sweatshop factories. 

• Assess how a shoe should be made in 
consideration of human rights (i.e. fair 
trade)

• Evaluate information discovered and 
translate into action to spark change.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 3, Module 2, What Are The 
Human Impacts Of Making Shoes

Three Hours

Photos of the results 
of a ‘Create-A-Shoe! 
Project’

Visual, Auditory - 
Individual or group 
work

WHAT ARE THE HUMAN 
IMPACTS OF MAKING 

SHOES?



WHAT ARE THE HUMAN 
IMPACTS OF MAKING 

SHOES?

ACTIVITY:

A 6
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu. 
PART I: RESEARCH!

Students will encounter the terms “sweatshop” and “fair trade” or “fairtrade” in 
their research. As a class, collaborate to write a definition and an example of 
these terms.

1. Have students research a shoe company that is falling behind the times in 
terms of sweatshop use in their production chains. 
 
Suggested case study: Nike   
“Some people ask, ‘Why do you just focus on Nike in Indonesia? Don’t other 
companies use sweatshops? Doesn’t this happen in other countries?’ Yes, 
other companies use sweatshops and yes, it happens in other countries. But 
we focus on one company, in one country. Nike has 43 factories and more than 
160,000 workers in Indonesia alone and a budget of $80,000 a year to organize 
those workers and fight against the public relations lies of the $20 billion dollar 
Nike empire. Clearly, we have our hands full. But you can be sure, when we 
win in Indonesia—and we will win—we will get after Nike’s factories in China, 
then Vietnam, then India and beyond. When we are finished, we will have 
transformed one of the largest, most powerful companies in history.” 

     - (Mission Statement, Educating for Justice)

2. Then, have students research a shoe company that is taking steps to change 
the way shoes are made, and to change the way people think about human 
rights and shoe production. 

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


WHAT ARE THE HUMAN 
IMPACTS OF MAKING 

SHOES?

ACTIVITY:

A 6
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PART II: WRITE!

3. Based on what students have learned, have them write a letter to a shoe 
production company —either a letter of protest (to a company who could do 
better), or a letter of appreciation (to a company who’s trying to change their 
ways or is innovative in the field).  
 
Include a photo of the shoes the students made in with the letter, and have 
them explain their project. Sharing the results of their project will likely attract 
those companies’ attention.

DISCUSSION

1. How do you feel about sweatshops? 

2. Does it matter to you if something you own is made in a sweatshop?

3. What do you think about fairtrade? 

4. Would you spend more money on something that was fairtrade? Why or why 
not? 

5. What do you hope the company you wrote to will say if they write back?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

??
DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 7

PRELIMINARY ACTIVITY FOR 
SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Investigate the environmental impacts of 
making shoes. 

• Assess how a shoe should be made in 
consideration of sustainability.

• Observe the effects of time and 
decomposition on a shoe.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• OAT Shoes Video (Virtual Classroom)

• Resource 3, Module 2, What Are The 
Environmental Impacts Of Shoes

One Hour

A worn out shoe

Visual, Auditory - 
Individual or group 
work

WHAT ARE THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

IMPACTS OF SHOES?



WHAT ARE THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

IMPACTS OF SHOES?

ACTIVITY:

A 7
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of part of this project is available for students to 
explore themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu. 
PART I: SUSTAINABLE SHOES:

1. Watch the OAT shoes video as a class or individually. Find it under Unit 01 
under Resources in the Virtual Classroom.

After watching, have students answer the following questions in groups: 

a. How can a shoe link whoever is wearing it to nature?

b. What are OAT’s ideas? What do you think about those ideas?

c. Why is it important for the things we use to be reused, or be able to 
biodegrade?

2. Have students explore the websites of sustainable shoe companies and articles 
about sustainable shoes on the Web Resources page. Back in their group, have 
students list 10 things they learned about the environmental impacts of making 
shoes.

3. Have students look at different shoe recycling initiatives, found on the Web 
Resources page. As a class, discuss:

 What are the best parts of each of these ideas? What are the worst?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


WHAT ARE THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

IMPACTS OF SHOES?

ACTIVITY:

A 7
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PART II: SHOE CEMETERY: 

1. Cut up different parts of a shoe, mark what they are, and bury them in your  
schoolyard. 

2. Dig these up in a month/two months/three months (as time constraints allow). 
As a class or in groups, talk about what happened to the pieces of the shoe, 
what they look like now, and what they used to look like. Has anything changed 
at all?

DISCUSSION

1. How long should a shoe be able to be used for? 

2. How long should it take to biodegrade? 

3. What materials could a shoe be made of that would last but also be 
environmentally friendly?

4. Why do you think more shoe companies aren’t making biodegradable shoes?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 8

SOLUTION-FOCUSED PROJECT #2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Translate the cumulative knowledge and 
enthusiasm of the unit into a covert mission.

• Produce art from “garbage,” and recognize 
the (lack of) difference between the two.

• Explain cumulative knowledge to the 
general public.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 3, Module 2, Guerilla Art 
Adventure

Six Hours

Access to a blog/
website (wordpress.
com, blogger.com), 
worn out shoes, 
native flowers (or 
seeds), soil, art 
supplies

Visual, Auditory, 
Kinaesthetic - 
Individual or group 
work

GUERILLA ART 
ADVENTURE



GUERILLA ART 
ADVENTURE

ACTIVITY:

A 8
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu. 

1. Do you or your students have any worn out shoes at home waiting to be thrown 
out? Bring them in and use them for this project! 

2. Have students take the shoes (decorate them too!) and use them as planters 
for bright native flowers and place them around town. This is best done early in 
the morning or late at night, if possible, for the element of surprise! (If you can, 
grow some flower seedlings as a class at the beginning of this unit to use in this 
project.) 

3. Have students include a note with each art shoe. Ask people who discover the 
shoes to think about what their shoes mean to them, where they think the shoes 
come from, where the shoes go when they’re no longer being used.

4. Students can also create a website or blog (wordpress.com, blogger.com) and 
fill it with content they’ve written. Share the website address on the notes that 
are left with the art shoes, so that the public can visit the site and learn about 
what the students have discovered in this unit.

5. Everyone should see you and your class’ amazing work. Take pictures of your 
shoes and share them in the virtual classroom Art Gallery!

a. Select Art Gallery from the Your Classroom menu.

b. Select Guerilla Art Adventure album.

c. Select Post Image.

d. Title photos as follows: 
COUNTRY/ SCHOOL (an abbreviation is fine)

e. Write a blurb about the success of your project, if you’d like!

6. Encourage students to explore other Art Gallery submissions for this project.

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


GUERILLA ART 
ADVENTURE

ACTIVITY:

A 8
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DISCUSSION

1. How long should a shoe be able to be used for? 

2. How long should it take to biodegrade? 

3. What materials could a shoe be made of that would last but also be 
environmentally friendly?

4. Why do you think more shoe companies aren’t making biodegradable shoes?

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


ACTIVITY:

DURATION

MATERIALS

LEARNER STYLE

A 9

UNIT CONCLUSION

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

• Synthesize knowledge, perspectives, and 
opinions formulated during the unit into a 
creative whole.

• Plan future actions to create change.

SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

• Resource 3, Module 2, Where Are Your Feet 
Taking You

Two Hours

Access to the Ride 
To Learn virtual 
classroom, art 
supplies (paper, 
pencils, etc.), digital 
camera or scanner

Visual, Auditory - 
Individual work

WHERE ARE YOUR FEET 
TAKING YOU?



WHERE ARE YOUR FEET 
TAKING YOU?

ACTIVITY:

A 9
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ACTIVITY

Virtual Classroom: A summary of this project is available for students to explore 
themselves, found by selecting Activities from the Your Classroom menu. 

1. Have students trace the outline of your foot. In and around the foot’s outline, 
encourage students to draw the change they want to see in the world, and how 
they see themselves making change.

2. If students don’t want to draw, feel free to have them make a digital collage or 
multimedia project around this area.

3. Have students share their pictures or projects in the virtual classroom’s Art 
Gallery and with the class.

a. Select Art Gallery from the Your Classroom menu.

b. Select “Where Are Your Feet Taking You?” Album.

c. Select Post Image.

d. Have students title their post as follows: 
COUNTRY / SCHOOL (an abbreviation is fine) / STUDENT NAME

e. Have students: 

i. choose the medium that they think best fits their project;

ii. upload their image;

iii. describe the materials they used;

iv. give their project a name;

v. explore other Art Gallery submissions for this project.

http://ride2learn.org
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


WHERE ARE YOUR FEET 
TAKING YOU?

ACTIVITY:

A 9
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DISCUSSION

1. What kind of change do we want to see?

2. How can we make those changes on our own and together?

3. After looking at other students’ assignments from around the world, do they 
have different ideas about creating change than you do? Or do you have similar 
goals? 

4. Why do you think that is?

http://ride2learn.org
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THE FACTS

For thousands of years, shoes have been our armour. They’ve protected our feet as 
we came from the searing heat of the Egyptian desserts and the damp stone floors 
of Medieval castles, and on to the asphalt of our cities and even to the surface of 
the moon!

We’ve come a long way! But how did we get from using leaves and animal skins as 
shoes to wearing Moon Boots?

i. The first shoes were made between 40,000 and 26,000 years ago. It’s hard 
to know exactly when, because the materials that shoes were first made of, 
like wood and leather, fell apart thousands of years ago.

ii. The first shoe that was found is a sandal from 10,500 years ago! It used 
to belong to a native North American, who made it out of the bark of a 
sagebrush plant. He needed shoes for the caves he lived in during winter 
and the marshes he hunted in summer.

iii. At first, no one wore shoes unless the ground where they lived was rocky, 
very hot or had poisonous insects. Instead, shoes were only worn by rich 
and powerful people, as they were seen as a symbol of status and authority. 
Shoes were also seen as badges of freedom, so no slaves could wear 
them.

iv. As civilizations began to develop, thong sandals (just like the flip flops that 
we wear today) became the regular shoe to wear. 

v. In murals painted on ancient Egyptian tombs, you can see pharaohs 
wearing beautiful sandals with big curly toes. Their sandals were made of 
papyrus and palm leaves, while in places like Persia they made sandals out 
of soft leather. The Masai of Africa made them out of rawhide; in India, they 
were made from wood; and in China and Japan, they used rice straw. 

vi. During the Middle Ages, sandals were abandoned for simple moccasins 
and boots made of leather. 
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vii. Clogs and other wood-soled shoes also became popular. A thick, wooden 
sole helped protect people from mud, stones, cold, and dampness. 

viii. Late in the Middle Ages, with new ideas and technology, people started 
being creative with shoemaking. Because both poor and rich people were 
now wearing shoes, fashion and style became a way to convey status on 
the wearer.

ix. As the working class slowly started to earn more money, the aristocracy 
wanted to protect their status. They made laws that restricted the length of a 
shoe’s toe. The richer you were, and the better status you had in society, the 
longer your shoes could be. That way, peasants and workers couldn’t copy 
the clothing of the rich and powerful people. 

x. In the 1590s, high heels became popular as a new way for people to show 
their status and wealth. 

xi. During the 17th and 18th centuries, metal buckles were added to the shoes. 
Buckles were made of brass, silver, or steel and could be decorated with 
jewels and gem stones.

xii. In the 19th century, shoes started to be made for the right and left foot. In a 
pair of shoes, both shoes used to be identical, and would gradually begin 
to fit the foot properly after some wear. 

xiii. Most shoemaking during the mid-1800s happened using the same 
shoemaking tools created in ancient times! Then things started to change. 
Moments of innovation changed the way shoes would be made forever. 
Machines were invented for mass shoe production and soon the modern 
shoe was devised. 

xiv. By the end of 2012, the global shoe industry is expected to be worth $122.9 
billion!
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THE FACTS

Take a close look at your shoe! What do you see? 

The different parts of shoes are all fairly the same, no matter if you’re wearing a 
shoe from one brand or another. These shoes are mostly made up of the same 
things too: rubber, plastic, synthetic cloth, and industrial glue. 
THE UPPER 

The upper of a shoe is all the parts above the sole. There’s the vamp (the front of 
the shoe), the quarters (the side and back of the shoe), and the linings. Uppers 
are made from all sorts of materials, both natural and synthetic. For fancier shoes, 
leather is often used because it moulds to the foot and allows air to pass through 
the shoe, letting feet breathe. Synthetics aren’t as nice to your feet, but they are 
the most popular material to use, because they are cheaper to mass-produce.
THE OUTSOLE 

The insole is the interior bottom of a shoe, where the bottom of your foot meets 
your shoe. Insoles are often made of cellulose, which is treated to stop bacteria 
from growing.  Next is the sole, which is the part that comes into contact with the 
ground. Easy, right? But do you know what it’s made out of? Most modern shoes 
have soles made from different rubbers or Polyvinyl chloride (PVC) compounds. 
PVC is a type of plastic that’s strong and very cheap to make. Unfortunately, PVC 
is the worst plastic for the environment, because of all of the toxic chemicals that 
leach out during production. There’s also a lot of controversy about how PVC can 
harm human health.
THE PROBLEM 

Because shoes contain so much plastic, they create a lot of pollution in their 
production. They also take about 1000 years to degrade once they’re thrown out. 
So – what to do?

Making shoes from recycled materials is an exciting new trend that many shoe 
manufacturers are embracing. It used to be only small companies who were 
interested in being environmentally responsible, but now some of the biggest 
brands are trying to be more sustainable. 
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Companies are recycling products like plastic, inner tubes, tires, and cork to 
use in their shoes. Using sustainable materials like cork for insoles, latex rubber 
for the outsole, and leathers or skins (from cows, pigs and goats) instead of 
synthetics are all ways to manufacture footwear with a reduced impact on the 
environment. Even when a company uses leather that needs to be tanned (a 
process to make the leather more durable) they can use vegetables or the 
bark and leaves of various plants instead of heavy chemicals and minerals like 
chromium.
SOME OTHER OPTIONS: 

Bamboo: used in shoes to reduce odours, and one of the fastest-growing plants 
in the world that also grows without the use of pesticides.

Recycled car tires: tires which are cut in half and then into smaller pieces for use 
in sneaker soles. This also saves tires from being incinerated, stopping harmful 
chemicals from being released in the water and air.

Natural latex: The Amazon is the only place on earth where wild rubber trees are 
to be found, and tapping them for latex does not involve any felling or killing of 
trees – it’s a renewable and biodegradable resource.

...and many more! You’ll discover more exciting recycling ideas throughout this 
unit.
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MODULE 1: THE IDEAS IN YOUR 
SHOES - AN INTRODUCTION 
A1 - THE HISTORY OF SHOES

i. The Joy of Shoes, by Cathy Newman for National Geographic 

ii. http://ngm.nationalgeographic.com/2006/09/joy-of-shoes/newman-text/1 

iii. Shoe, Wikipedia 

iv.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shoe#In_literature

v. The History of Shoes – Ancient and Early Footwear, by Dolores Monet

vi. http://doloresmonet.hubpages.com/hub/The-History-of-Shoes-Early-
Footwear 

A2 - WHAT DO YOUR SHOES SAY ABOUT YOU?

vii. Bata Shoe Museum

viii. http://www.batashoemuseum.ca/ 

ix. online exhibition: http://www.allaboutshoes.ca/en/ 

x. What’s Their Line? Shoes That Work http://www.allaboutshoes.ca/en/whats_
their_line/occupation/ 

xi. Shoes From Around the World – The Lucy Morse Shoe Collection

xii. http://wheatoncollege.edu/exhibit-shoes/ 

A3 - CREATE-A-SHOE

xiii. All About Shoes – the Anatomy of a Shoe

xiv. http://allaboutshoes-toeslayer.blogspot.ca/2009/10/anatomy-of-shoe-
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according-to-mcphoil.html 

xv. Shoes From Recycled Materials - by Vladimir Sarlat for eHow

xvi. http://www.ehow.com/about_6328398_shoes-recycled-materials.html 

xvii. The Story of a Shoe, excerpted from Stuff: The Secret Life of Everyday 
Things, by Ryan &  Durning

xviii. http://www.worldwatch.org/system/files/EP112C.pdf
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MODULE 2: THE SHOES’ 
SNEAKY SECRETS - A LOOK AT 
SUSTAINABILITY: 
A5 - WHAT IS IT LIKE WHERE MY SHOES ARE MADE?
INDONESIA

xix. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesia

xx. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/286480/Indonesia

THAILAND

xxi. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thailand 

xxii. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/589625/Thailand

PHILIPPINES 

xxiii. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippines 

xxiv. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/456399/Philippines

CAMBODIA

xxv. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cambodia 

xxvi. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/90520/Cambodia

MALAYSIA 

xxvii. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Malaysia 
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xxviii. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/359754/Malaysia

SRI LANKA

xxix. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sri_Lanka 

xxx. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/561906/Sri-Lanka

SOUTH KOREA 

xxxi. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Korea 

xxxii. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/322280/South-Korea

CHINA

xxxiii. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China 

xxxiv. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/111803/China

VIETNAM 

xxxv. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnam 

xxxvi. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/628349/Vietnam

TAIWAN

xxxvii. Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taiwan 

xxxviii. Encyclopedia Britannica: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/580902/Taiwan
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A6 - WHAT ARE THE HUMAN IMPACTS OF MAKING A 
SHOE?
DEFINITIONS

xxxix. Fairtrade International, http://www.fairtrade.net/ 

xl. Fairtrade – Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fair_trade 

xli. Sim Sweatshop – A game that is a response to the stories of factories and 
workers from around the world. In “What’s The Story?” find a beginner’s 
guide to sweatshops, and an introduction to unions, overtime and cost of 
living, http://www.simsweatshop.com/game/

xlii. Sweatshops – Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sweatshop 
SUGGESTED CASE STUDY: NIKE

xliii. Educating for Justice - A group fighting for living wages and fair working 
conditions for Nike’s factory workers in Indonesia, http://educatingforjustice.
org/

xliv. Global Exchange Nike Campaign, http://www.globalexchange.org/fairtrade/
sweatfree/nike

xlv. Global Exchange Nike FAQ’s, http://www.globalexchange.org/sweatfree/
nike/faq

xlvi. One-Man Crusade To End Nike Sweatshops Pays Off - The Australian, 
http://educatingforjustice.org/the-australian-one-man-crusade-to-end-nike-
sweatshops-pays-off/

xlvii. Team Sweat, http://www.teamsweat.org/

xlviii. Workers’ Rights & Nike, Oxfam Australia, https://www.oxfam.org.au/explore/
workers-rights/nike/

xlix. Offside! Labour Rights and Sportswear Production in Asia - Oxfam 
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Australia, http://resources.oxfam.org.au/pages/view.php?ref=177

l. Consider Nike’s perspective at nikebiz.com – Workers and Factories, http://
www.nikeresponsibility.com/

RESOURCES FOR OTHER SWEATSHOP STUDIES:

li. Read a first-person account of an Indonesian sports shoe worker - Oxfam 
Australia, https://www.oxfam.org.au/explore/workers-rights/adidas/imas-
story/

lii. United Students Against Sweatshops, http://usas.org/
ETHICAL SHOE COMPANIES:

liii. soleRebel, www.solerebelsfootwear.co/

liv. TOMS Shoes, http://www.toms.com/

lv. Clarks, Soul of Africa, http://www.soulofafricacharity.org/shoes

lvi. ENZI footwear, www.enzifootwear.com/

lvii. Oliberté Footwear, www.oliberte.com/shoes/

lviii. Autonomie Project, http://www.autonomieproject.com/

lix. Blackspot Shoes, www.adbusters.org/campaigns/blackspot 
LETTER WRITING:

lx. List of companies who subscribe to fair labour standards: http://www.
fairlabor.org/affiliates/participating-companies

lxi. VS. 2010 Sweatshop Hall of Shame | International Labor Rights Forum, 
http://www.laborrights.org/creating-a-sweatfree-world/sweatshops/
resources/12211

lxii. List of brands that use sweatshops, http://www.ehow.com/info_7737064_
lists-brands-use-sweatshops.html
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A7 - WHAT ARE THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF 
MAKING SHOES?
SUSTAINABLE SHOE COMPANIES:

lxiii. OAT Shoes, www.oatshoes.com, OAT brochure: www.oatshoes.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/20110405-OATInfo.pdf, OAT blog: www.oatshoes.
com/blog/

lxiv. Veja, www.veja-fairtrade.com/ 

lxv. El Naturalista Shoes, http://www.elnaturalista.com/en/

lxvi. Beyond Skin, www.beyondskin.co.uk/our-story/info_5.html
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF SHOES:

lxvii. Green Your Sneakers, http://www.greenyour.com/body/clothing/sneakers

lxviii. Friend of Nature? Let’s See Those Shoes - The New York Times, http://www.
nytimes.com/2007/03/06/business/businessspecial2/07label-sub.html?fta=y 

lxix. Many Sneakers Are Not Eco Friendly, But You Can Reduce Their 
Environmental Impact – The Washington Post, http://www.washingtonpost.
com/national/health-science/many-sneakers-are-not-eco-friendly-but-you-
can-reduce-their-environmental-impact/2012/08/06/e5f4918c-da58-11e1-
a3f5-b4e7667a8298_story.html 

SHOE RECYCLING INITIATIVES:

lxx. Nike - Reuse A Shoe, http://www.nikereuseashoe.com/get-involved/
individual-shoe-recycling 

lxxi. Totally Workwear, Book Recycling Campaign A Success – News Mail 
Australia, http://www.eco-business.com/news/boot-recycling-campaign-a-
success/ 

lxxii. Tradies Can Ditch Their Worn-Out Workboots – Bayside Bulletin, http://
www.baysidebulletin.com.au/story/140631/tradies-can-ditch-their-worn-out-
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workboots/

lxxiii. REMYXX Sneakers, http://remyxxsneakers.com/ 

lxxiv. Okabashi, http://www.okabashi.com/Recycle/b/2493603011?ie=UTF8&title=
Recycle 

A8 - GUERILLA ART ADVENTURE

lxxv. How To Be a Guerilla Artist, by Keri Smith, http://www.kerismith.com/
popular-posts/how-to-be-a-guerilla-artist-2/ 

lxxvi. Top 10 Guerilla Artisit, Time Magazine, http://www.time.com/time/
photogallery/0,29307,1911799,00.html 

lxxvii. Guerilla Gardening, http://www.guerrillagardening.org/

lxxviii. The Greatest Works of Guerilla Gardening, http://www.environmentalgraffiti.
com/green-living/news-greatest-works-guerrilla-gardening

A9 - WHERE ARE YOUR FEET TAKING YOU?

lxxix. We Believe In People, El Naturalista Shoes, http://www.webelieveinpeople.
org
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