"Nature’s Classroom"

Hands-on sustainability activities like litter picking, supporting wildlife and completing other projects and activities are important for enhancing early childhood education principles. Not only do these types of activities promote sustainability, they also foster important learning through a range of different developmental competencies. 

Borgnia and Luchini (2025) said that integrating sustainability into education can help cultivate intercultural citizenship. In other words, sustainability can be a way to promote learning in early childhood education that is inclusive and helps children and adults to learn together. Moreover, through participating in sustainability activities children and adults alike can gain an understanding of the type of role that children can play in the community today and how children can work with nature. Through litter picking children can begin to understand the impact that their actions have on people and nature and can gain the skills and confidence to be active citizens of the world.

Hands-on environmental activities, like the example of a group of children collecting litter, also offer children the opportunity to practice and to improve their language development skills and communication skills. In their study, McBain and Phelan (2016) explained how interactive and cumulative learning strategies, and the sustainability related projects and activities within them, had the ability to engage children and help them to gain more in-depth knowledge and understanding of the many sustainability issues that currently face the world. Children learn and develop through interaction with others and with the environment around them. This is the core principle of the constructivist learning theory which underpins many of the approaches used within early years education.

Furthermore, through activities aimed at sustainability children develop various skills. For example, skills of critical thinking and problem solving. According to Kenna (2023) students learn best through authentic learning experiences that allow them to deepen their knowledge and understanding of issues. He highlights the many benefits for learning of problem solving within a range of situations and for development in social and emotional areas for children. Such learning is integral to early childhood education and underpins many experiences that children have within their settings.

Engaging children in sustainability-related projects and activities can also help the community. Jodoin (2020) observed that community-based educational programs for sustainable development can also be very beneficial for both children and communities involved. The author emphasized that these kinds of programs help children establish connections with people and the environment around them which can contribute to their learning in a holistic way and prepare them for active citizenship in the future. This is also one of the aims of early childhood education.

In terms of policy the early childhood education to sustain development is framed through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) particularly SDG 4 – Quality Education and SDG 5 – Gender Equality, as well as SDG 17 – Partnerships for the Goals (Lirola, 2025). Thus, there are many policies and guidelines within countries that frame sustainability within the context of early childhood education and encourage educators and settings to develop programs and activities that incorporate sustainability within the curriculum and daily practices of the setting.

Other ways in which cooperative learning can be connected with sustainability tasks and make a difference are described by Pasandín et al. (2023) in relation to technical and soft skills through cooperative presentations. In the early years children can be engaged and learn important teamwork and communication skills through activities such as building birdhouses for local wildlife or establishing a school community garden.

However, to be able to carry out hands-on sustainability projects in the early childhood years teachers will need to be supported through training to be able to deliver sustainability focused activities through the curriculum. Pilotti and Al Ghazo (2020) suggest that sustainable education begins in the classroom and is developed through the teacher’s experiences, so it is crucial that teachers are equipped with the necessary skills and knowledge to deliver sustainability focused learning through the early childhood curriculum. Hadizadeh (2025) suggests the use of multimodal learning activities to enhance children’s communication skills and this could be used through discussion of environmental issues that affect children’s lives.

Furthermore, incorporating hands-on activities into early childhood education helps to implement the concept of self-regulated learning (Tsang, 2020). This means that children can engage in tasks and projects that require them to self-assess their own progress and reflect upon what they have learned. Not only does this type of learning help children to become more independent, it also enables them to take responsibility for their actions. Hence, sustainability-related activities can foster environmental awareness and personal agency among children.

Despite the mentioned positive effects of sustainability education there are, however, also several challenges waiting to be addressed. This process of reflection in connection with adaptations is an ongoing process. For example, Tailab and Marsh (2020) presented perspectives that describe the integration of technology with innovative teaching methods to achieve desirable educational outcomes. He discussed, among other things, the use of digital storytelling to share stories of children’s sustainability projects.

In summary, hands-on activities related to sustainability are essential for enhancing the early childhood education principles that are crucial for young children’s learning and development. Such practices include many different elements and can facilitate various skills that children need to acquire in order to grow up to be responsible members of society and help form a sustainable environment and community. Activities related to sustainability are essential for young children and must continue to be practiced and supported by various advocacy groups in order to support the Sustainable Development Agenda goals. In addition, sustainability-based activities need to continue to be integrated into the various educational theories and educational policies that currently exist in order to support children’s optimal learning and development in a globalized world.

In summary, activities such as litter picking and supporting wildlife can greatly contribute to enhancing early childhood education principles and offer many positive features. They help to increase children’s environmental awareness, improve their social and emotional skills, and support them in becoming responsible members of society. Early childhood education needs to be developed in order to promote sustainability in education, which is becoming more and more important in today’s world.
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