EARLY CHILDHOOD STUDENT’S PERSEPCTIVE OF EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND GLOBAL CITIZENSHIP FOR THE EARLY YEARS IN WALES (ESDGC)
PERSONAL REFLECTION 
Several events occurred during a four-week module on ESDGC that provide the springboard for this article on the opportunities and challenges for early childhood practitioners, in Wales, in promoting and delivering ESDGC in their early years settings.  The first was a meeting with an Educational Officer (whose name and organisation will not be named for confidential reasons) who delivers ESDGC courses in Wales, to children, from as young as three years old, to adults, requiring continuous professional development in this field.  S/he began with a gloomy picture of the state of the planet due to climate change saying that in twenty years’ time scarcity of food would result in mass migration of people and wars.  She raised the challenges of lack of support and funding,  a feeling of being overwhelmed, overworked, undervalued and underpaid to meet the demands put on her, of feeling alone and isolated, of feeling unable to make changes she would like because of a top down hierarchical system, of meeting children, practitioners and teachers who appear to have no knowledge whatsoever of any basic environmental let alone sustainable and global issues, and the feeling of despair of having worked  in the field for this long without any signs of real change.  She believes that a job in government to bring about changes in policy is the only way forward, and for her own sanity and health she is taking part in social forestry courses that highlight just ‘being’ in the forest.  On a positive note, she extended an offer to dialogue and work in partnership with the university and offered to help us in any way possible. Upon deeper reflection, she had in a short space of time exposed the issues of ESDGC including the environmental, economic, social, political and cultural dimensions and of being tied to a Western mechanistic paradigm of thinking and values, as outlined by Sterling, 2004, as well as indicating ways forward.
The other event surrounds course group work where we were called to prepare a presentation discussion on an organisation’s opportunities and challenges in implementing ESDGC.  Fired up with having read the research of Davis (2015) who calls for practitioners to be activists in creating a transformational shift in educational practices and facilitating young children, who have the same right and responsibility, in being participants and agents for change, as well as armed with Sterling’s  book, ‘Sustainable Education – Re-visioning Learning and Change’ (2004), I began the meeting by suggesting we frame our discussion around a reflective process looking at the systems, paradigms and stereotypes that continue to suppress sustainable practice (Miller, 2015). I was taken aback when the response was that we could not do that because it did not fit in with the marking criteria! ‘But, don’t you see’, I exclaimed, ‘that this is why we are still trapped in ways of thinking that do not support sustainable development, because we are unwilling to think outside the box, take risks and search for our own creative solutions?’ There was a silence and then we carried on as if nothing had been said, ticking the correct boxes.  
In the same week I drove in the mist to the Welsh village of Crymych to gather with 160 local people to watch the film ‘Tomorrow’ that showcases ten different inspiring stories of people making changes at a grassroots level in reinventing the economy, energy, agriculture, democracy and education wherever they are to address the ecological, economical and social crises their communities are facing (Dion and Laurent, 2015).  Afterwards, there was a chance to network with groups and organisations who live locally and who demonstrating and living alternatives here and now.
And finally, a field trip to ‘Down to Earth’ where, as students, we ‘played’ games and climbed trees and where the leader suggested that in 20 years’ time all early years’ settings will be based on Nature Kindergartens.
ESDGC and EARLY YEARS EDUCATION IN WALES
The United Nations Brundtland Commission (1987) defines sustainable development as ‘meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development).  Wales leads the way in Europe for responding to the international sustainable development agenda by creating government policies such as The ESDGC which makes it the duty of all school settings to embed the goals of sustainable development and global citizenship across the curriculum including the Foundation Phase (Bouren et al, 2016). 

LINKS WITH FOUNDATION PHASE
Tinney and Hirst (2018) outline clearly the links that this policy has with early childhood principles such as recognising and valuing the rights of the child as defined by UNCRC (1989) and promoting experiential and holistic play-based learning.  Links are also made to the Foundation Phase Areas of Learning (2015) and an example of how this is achieved is provided through a case study of Ysgol San Sior who are an award winning Eco-school with a garden area with butterflies, bees, minibeasts, ponds, vegetables, chickens, and the activities involved in the work and care in looking after the outside area have cross curricular links with physical development, numeracy, technology, literacy and communication skills and  knowledge and understanding of the world. 
ESDGC CHALLENGES FOR PRACITIONERS 
Estyn, the school inspectorate in Wales, outlines guidance for ensuring delivery and quality of ESDGC in all school maintained settings Estyn (DCELS, 2006). However according to an Estyn (2014) baseline report it was noted that many other schools were tending to focus on the environment and not stressing the interconnections between environment, economic and cultural issues and that practitioners need more help to make these connections. In a global society, children need to challenge assumptions, engage in social justice and learn how to contribute to making the world a better place (Bouren et al 2016; EDGCE, 2008). ESDGC should not be viewed as a new subject or ‘add on’ but more evident when delivered in an integrated and transformative way (Tinney and Hirst, 2018). Robertson, Sear and Lee (2013) agree that sustainability does not work as an add on or occasional experience – to be successful it needs to be embedded into what you do on a daily basis.  Robinson and Vaealiki (2015) believe that expecting young children to understand global concepts is too difficult, even more so for them to be expected to communicate complex ideas in order to make informed decisions.
HOW DO PRACTIIONERS INTERPRET ESDGC?
Tiinney’s (2013) small scale qualitative research with pre-service teachers and early childhood practitioners examined their perceptions of ESDGC and discovered that the theory and content underpinning the ESDGC was seen by many of them as too complex to be delivered to young children, and in fact that practitioners themselves needed more support in understanding it and making the connections to the Foundation Phase Areas of Learning.  (Tinney and Merriman, 2016)
Hedefalk et al (2014) looked at international research on ESD in early childhood between 1996-2013 and discovered that in some cases practitioners defined it in terms of education ‘in’, ‘about’ and ‘for’ the environment as highlighted by Davis (1998), whereas others extended the connection to economics, politics and social aspects of the wider global society.  One of the outcomes of the research was that the focus of research on ESD, so far, has been primarily on theoretical aspects of ESD in early childhood as opposed to the teaching and learning of it, and that there is a need to investigate more empirically the learning processes of young children to see how they learn and what they learn in ESD. This brings us to the debate: do children learn to be more environmentally responsible now and later in life by just spending time outdoors in nature or do they need an adult to teach them facts about environmental and sustainability issues? (Hedefalk et al, 2014).
THE DEBATE – YOUNG CHILDREN AS ‘ANGELS’ OR ‘AGENTS FOR CHANGE’?
The pedagogy a practitioner adopts and the way one teaches a child is based on one’s personal values and experiences, and theories of child development (Drummond and Jenkinson, 2011) According to some early childhood ESD educators and researchers young children are viewed as strong, competent individuals capable of being agents for change, for example in the way they are often seen influencing their parents and grandparents  (Arlemalm-Hagser and Davis, 2014; Davis et al, 2009; Elliot and Young, 2009; Duhn 2012). This contrasts with other theorists who believe that children are in a sensitive, vulnerable position and in a different state of consciousness until the age of seven, and therefore need loving adults to shelter and protect them from external forces that may be overbearing, including adults with their ‘agendas’ (Drummond and Jenkinson, 2011; Oldfield, 2012; Haas and Ashman, 2014; Sobel, no date; Reid et al 2010). Sobel (1998) is quoted as saying ‘if we want children to flourish we need to give them time to connect with nature and love the Earth before we ask the to heal its wounds.’ Robinson and Vaealiki (2015) claim that adults should avoid overprotecting children as children live in the real world and have a right to participate and voice their opinion, including making decisions.

THE OTHER DEBATE – IS PLAY IN NATURE ENOUGH?
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The Welsh Government has enshrined the UNCRC (1989) Article 31, a child’s right to play, in policy legislation.  The Foundation Phase promotes outdoor learning and play (DCELLS, 2007).  However, Tinney and Hirst (2018) cite Elliot and Davis (2009) and Cutter-Mackenzie (2011) as suggesting that for effective ESDGC, practitioners need to play an active role in connecting children to environmental concepts and content.  Elliot and Davis (2016) beg the question that if nature alone is an effective method in forming children to later lead sustainable lives, how is it that so little progress has been made towards significant changes towards a more sustainable future? They believe that outdoor play is not sufficient for ESDGC. However, Sobel (1998) believes that what he calls an ‘environmentally correct curriculum’ will distant children from the natural world rather than connecting them with it.  Welsh Government (2015) fear that the Foundation Phase may place too much emphasis on ‘play’ at the expense of children developing numeracy and literacy skills and have introduced tests which practitioners feel is a contradiction to the original concept of Foundation Phase.  

FURTHER DEBATE - ARE CHILDREN TOO YOUNG FOR ABSTRACT AND COMPLEX ISSUES? 
Haas and Ashman (2014: 27) cite Thoreau as saying ‘the more slowly trees grow at first, the sounder they are at the core, and I think the same is true of human beings’.  They believe that research is needed to show how free, undisturbed nature play is effective in supporting ESDGC.  I would agree with this point of view based on my work experience over a period of a year at Nant-y-Cwm Steiner School in Pembrokeshire and at Nokken Waldorf Day Care centre in Denmark.  In both places children experience a significant amount of time outside with an unhurried beginning to learning about the environment through direct contact, a living relationship with the environment daily and seasonally, in freedom, that fosters a sense of wonder, enquiry, imagination, self-regulation, awareness, attentiveness and empathy which are foundations for respect for the environment (Oldfield and Boyd, 2015).  The whole setting approach in which everyone practices sustainable, environmental friendly attitudes and behaviours in terms of the resources and materials they use, such as organic whole foods, wooden toys, composting, eco-buildings means that the children live this as a reality and form good habits (Heckman, 2012, Drummond and Jenkinson, 2011, Wilson, 2012).  Steiner pedagogy advocates leaving young children to discover on their own without the need for intellectual explanations of scientific concepts and processes.  Even if a child is able to understand abstract concepts at this age, as is claimed by Tinney and Hirst (2018) and Davis (2015) and others, Steiner practitioners advocate that it is more joyful for a child (and even adults!) to make a discovery on his/her own and to develop creative thinking and imagination that will be useful in seeking solutions to problems later on in life.  It avoids the relationship of novice-expert in the teaching relationship and although sustained-shared thinking is advocated in ESDGC this method allows for a deeper contemplation, connection and empathy with nature as no answers are necessary and nothing is measured.  Reggio Emilia pedagogy practitioners would agree that nature, the environment, is the third teacher. Steiner practitioners do not even ask children ‘What if?’  questions, such as Piaget recommended when considering children as little scientists (Drummond and Jenkinson, 2011). Piaget was aware of the different relationship children have with nature and describes the example of a little boy collecting pebbles on the beach so that they would not feel lonely (Hart, 1997). Day (2007) suggests that a focus on information and knowledge too soon in a child’s life leads to knowledge being compartmentalised as nothing to do with life. Hirst (2018) agrees that a focus on outcomes and testing leads to a narrow focus on sustainability issues. However, Davis (2015)   Reid et al (2010) suggest that this rhetoric in ESD of children needing to be empowered to be catalysts for environmental and global changes on the planet is this voice of the adults filled with fear and anxiety and not the child’s voice which is more likely to be naturally optimistic and imaginative and playful.  
Trundle and Sackes (2015) refer to research that demonstrates that attachment to a local natural environment at a young age fosters a life- long ethic of care for the environment. The seeds of feeling and empathy are sown which later lead to knowledge and wisdom.  Research aimed at looking at what factors contributed to people who later choose to become environmentalists found that a significant amount of time spent in outdoors in wild places and having an adult who modelled respect for the environment were the two main sources (Sobel, no date; Davis, 2015). Louv (2005) coined the term ‘Nature Deficit Order’ to describe what happens to children who, on the other hand, have had very little exposure to nature and who display no attachment to the environment even so far as developing ‘ecophobia’.  
THE ROLE OF THE ADULT -ACTIVE OR PASSIVE
Whichever perspective one chooses, the role of the adult is considered important, although in different ways.  Tinney and Hirst (2018) and Dayment et al. (2013) stress the need for professional development courses to support practitioners in gaining the knowledge and understanding to deliver ESDGC to be able to competently and confidently model sustainable behaviours daily and provide and interpret relevant information and facts to scaffold in Vygotskian manner higher learning, although it is understood that practitioners do not have to be all knowing and are co-learners with the children. 
 Timperey (2011) warns that one off Professional Development sessions do not result in the necessary shift in thinking which needs to be part of a more systemic approach in ESDGC.  Steiner pedagogy is built on the absolute importance of personal development of the practitioner, as children in early childhood learn entirely through imitation, absorbing everything in the environment including the values and attitudes and of the adults they interact with.  For effective ESDGC a practitioner needs to believe in it intrinsically and live it without explaining it.  Betty and Angie, 2009, argue that ESD is fundamentally about the value of harmony within oneself, between individuals and between humans and nature and in Chinese philosophy this is referred to as ‘He’.  Dhar et al (2010) researched consumers personal motivation to make changes and concluded that individuals are more motivated to make changes for the greater good of others if there is a selfish motive, for example, eating organic food because it is healthier.  However, if the outcome is seen too far in the distance without direct impact on the individual’s daily life and the costs of not making changes will be borne by the society at large, people are less likely to make changes. Working in an environment like a Steiner school where the ethos and curriculum is built on ethical and sustainable practices makes it easier to conform to a new way when it is otherwise more difficult. 
PARADIGM SHIFT NEEDED FOR TRANSFOMRATION
Bronfenbrenner’s(1988) ecological systems theory shows that as individuals we live in a society that has different levels of systems that impact on us beyond our control, and it is increasingly acknowledged that in order for transformation to a new ecological and participatory paradigm there needs to be a shift away from the current Western mechanistic, deterministic paradigm dominated by money, competition and productivity (Sterling, 2004; Jickling and Wals, (2008).  Davis (2015) advocates for a systemic approach to bringing about this change suggesting, and giving the example of Brisbane’s Campus Kindergarten, that small changes in a setting involving partnership with children, parents and local community and forming networks with other small initiatives can bring about the big change that is required. Burnie (2016) echoes this need for dialogue and action, working in partnership and in communities of practice where interdisciplinary perspectives add insight. ‘To change how we live we must change how we think’ (Davis, 2015: ). The Slow Movement (2017) adheres to an ecological educational paradigm where members are making a stand against the mainstream education system that focuses on outcomes and the rush to compete in a world that preaches ‘doing’ and consumption over ‘being’ and relationships.  This brings me back to my reflection.
Having considered the opportunities and challenges of ESDGC for early childhood education, how can we as practitioners meet the challenge?  The film ‘Demain/Tomorrow’ told people’s stories and spoke of creating our own ‘narrative’ that envisions a positive future without a list of ‘should’ and ‘should nots’.  Storytelling has the ability to inspire change, though shifting consciousness to an ’inner space’ rather than an outer space where creative ideas and alternative perspectives can be imagined, for adults and children (O’Gorman 2015). De Armon (2015) speaks of the imagination as being the driving force in creating a sustainable future. Increasingly, the need to find our personal story to develop self-awareness and inner peace, and our communal story to appreciate our connection with others and nature and our acceptance of a spiritual dimension, is being recognised (Education for Sustainability, 2017). 
In the peace and delightful sensory experiences of nature in the woods the Steiner practitioners and young children join hands in a circle to sing a song that shows in gestures ‘Mother Earth putting her baby seeds under the earth blanket for their winter sleep’, time and rest is needed in order for them to grow.
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Baby Seed dolls displayed on winter Nature Table in Steiner Kindergarten 
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