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The ESDGC: Outdoor Environment and Forest School

Kirsty Goff
This article is going to look at the opportunities and challenges of delivering Education for Sustainability in early childhood settings. The focus will be on the outside environment and Forest School. There will be a comparison between practice in Wales, Sweden, New Zealand and Australia, with links to theorists such as; Vygotsky, Bruner, Bronfenbrenner and Piaget. Legislative documents such as; the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC), United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Foundation Phase (FP) will be referenced throughout the article.
What is Sustainability?
According to Davis (2015) there is no universal terminology or definition for sustainability and sustainability can often be referred to as sustainable development or sustainable living. Sustainability emphasises the links and interdependences of social, political, environmental and economic systems (Davis, 2015). This includes; poverty, population, consumption and more.
[image: ]The four dimensions of sustainable development which is shown in figure 1 can be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems as it shows how each system can impact on the other systems (Davis, 2015; Feez, 2013). Therefore, to develop the four inner sections, there needs to be an influence from other systems. 
According to Davis (2015) children can be positive about the world and their place in shaping if children receive care, support and education. Children can contribute to sustainability by giving ideas, energy and creativity. This supports the UNCRC article 12 as it states that children should have a voice in matters that concern them, and they should be heard (UNICEF, 1990). Figure 1: (Source: UNESCO, 2010)

Wales are leading the way with sustainability by having the ESDGC. The Government of Wales Act 1998 supports sustainability and encouraged the ESDGC (Tinny and Hirst, 2018; Tinney and Merriman, 2016). The ESDGC is a document for Wales to incorporate sustainability and global citizenship into settings, organisations and businesses. It is composed of seven themes which are; the natural environment, consumption and waste, culture and identity, climate change, choices and decisions, wealth and poverty and health (Welsh Government 2017; Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning Skills, 2008; Welsh Assembly Government, 2017). According to DCELLS (2008) the ESDGC should not be taught as an additional subject and it is an ethos to be embedded within settings. ESTYN (2014b) found that most settings imbedded the ESDGC well and the ones that do not is due to the planning not being systematic and settings relying too much on discreet and uncoordinated projects to cover parts of the ESDGC. This is support by ESTYN (2017a; 2017b) which shows multiple themes of the ESDGC throughout the different topics of the setting. However, ESTYN (2014a) found that there were some aspects of the ESDGC covered by not all. This suggest that not all settings are effectively imbedding the ESDGC.
Outdoor Environment
For children, sustainability should be about exploring the natural world, understanding the different systems so that children are able to appreciate the interconnects of humans and systems, and socials and environmental practices which means accepting people for who they are (Davis, 2015). This agrees with Davis (1998) on education in, about and for sustainability.
DCELLS (2008) mentions that practitioners should give children opportunities to develop a sense of wonder of the natural environment and living animals and systems in the world. ESTYN (2014b) found that most children at the end of FP have a fascination with the natural environment, however, ESTYN noted that this is mostly their immediate environment. According to practice in Australia and New Zealand the outdoor environment can provide children with this as children are able to have first hand experiences with nature (Prince, 2010; Haas and Ashman, 2014). The Donaldson Report supports this AS it plans to change the curriculum to ensure children have more experiential learning (Donaldson, 2015). Hands on experiences links with Piaget and Froebel as they state that children should learn from hands on experiences and experiential play (Haas and Ashman, 2014; Beames et al., 2012; Knight, 2009). In Australia, it states that children should be given opportunities for hands on and multisensory experiences (Haas and Ashman, 2014). Considering the theory by Piaget and Froebel, the Donaldson report and the practice of Australia, in Wales to deliver the ESDGC practitioner should provide opportunities for hands on experiences.
However, the FP emphasises more on play than experiential learning (Curriculum for Wales, 2015). ESTYN (2017a; 2017b) found that learning through play is encouraged and the settings offered first hand experiences. However, ESTYN (2014a) did not mention if the experiences offered were through play or experiential learning. Davis (2015) suggests that EfS in early childhood should not replace or reduce common play and learning experiences, but should enrich those experiences. This supports the ESDGC as it should not be taught as a separate subject but as integrated and not confined to the classroom (DCELLS, 2008). According to the Reggio Emilia approach the environment is the third teacher and no matter if it is urban or natural, the environment can teach children about sustainability (Biermeier, 2015; Haas and Ashman, 2014; Knight, 2009).  Haas and Ashman’s (2014) study is Australian which suggests that in Australia they use play and the natural environment as a factor when educating children on sustainability. 
[bookmark: _Hlk499927160][image: ] Hart’s ladder of participation (figure 2) suggests that the more the child is involved the more they get out of it (Davis, 2015; Hart, 1992). For example, if children can fully participate and fully engage with nature and the outdoors without adult participation then their learning can potentially be greater. ESTYN (2017a) found that children contributed to what they learnt which showed the children were more engaged. Goddard (2017) and Knight (2009) found that when children are allowed child-directed time and freedom to explore, the children collected natural items to share and ask questions about. The children were seen to be enjoying and connecting to the natural environment. I have seen this happen in Sweden where the practitioners did not interrupt the child when they were outdoors, and the children did approach a practitioner when they wanted to share something they had found. Practitioners would then ask children questions about the item. However, Maynard and Waters (2007) found that four schools in Wales did not engage in child-initiated exploration. According to the FP (CW, 2015) and DCELLS (2008) practitioners should enable children to ask questions and where possible answer these questions. ESTYN (2017b) found that in a setting they used appropriate questioning however, the use of open ended questions was not used enough to develop children’s thinking and problem-solving skills. Whereas, ESTYN (2014a) found that the setting asked a wide range of questions which suggests that the questioning depends on the setting. This supports Vygotsky and Bruner’s theory as they suggest that it is the role of the adult to scaffold the child however, children may find that the more knowledgeable other may be their peers (Beames et al., 2012; Miller, 2011; Vygotsky, 2004). Therefore, the practitioner needs to allow time for children to interact with their peers. The ESDGC suggests that there are no set answers which enables children to become independent and creative thinkers (DCELLS, 2008). Figure 2: (Source: Hart, 1992: 8)

Fixed Equipment
Practitioners may perceive the appropriate outdoor environment for learning to have fixed equipment (Tinney and Merriman, 2016). Montessori and Froebel disagree that there should be fixed equipment as they believe that children should play with natural materials (No Small Matter; Feez, 2013; Berk, 2012; Davis, 1998). Davis (2015) and Knight (2009) supports this by suggesting that play in nature can enhance holistic learning as children can use natural materials which supports culture. Practitioners can imbed the ESDGC here as practitioners can focus on the theme of identity and culture to look at materials that other cultures may use when playing (Vygotsky, 2004; DCELLS, 2008; WG, 2017). According to the FP children should be provided with natural and man-made materials (CW, 2015). ESTYN (2017b; 2014a) found that there was some use of set equipment for example, climbing frames to develop children’s skills. Davis (2015) suggests that direct experiences with nature allows children to personalise their theories and ideas about sustainability and becoming a global citizen. According to the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1990) children have the right to be aware of issues that will affect them. Therefore, children can consolidate issues that may impact on their future by being outdoors (DCELLS, 2008). During this, practitioners can become mentors to scaffold children (Davis, 2015). This links to Bruner and Vygotsky’s theory as practitioners can be the more knowledgeable other and scaffold children’s learning (Berk, 2012; Beames et al., 2012; Play England, 2007).
In Sweden children are classed as citizens in their own right and they influence teaching and teaching content (Davis, 2015; Waller et al., 2010; Hagemann et al., 2011). This links with article 12 of the UNCRC as children have the right to be to give their opinion and be heard. Referring to figure 2 from Hart (1992) is can be seen how practitioners can include the child more to allow sustain-shared thinking. This suggests that if children find an interest within the outdoor environment or in forest school, practitioners should support the child’s learning and can development education for sustainability. Similarly, the ESDGC in Wales states that children need to be aware of global and local forces that can impact on their lives and to become a global citizen, children need to participate in decision making which may be helping to make decisions about what they learn (WAG, 2002). ESTYN (2014b) found that in schools most children understood the key concepts of being a global citizen.
Sustainability Too Complex?
Tinney (2013) and Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie (2013) found that students and practitioners they made the comment that the ESDGC was difficult to deliver due to the lack of time and some participants suggested that sustainability is too complex for young children. DCELLS, (2008) supports these findings as it suggests that delivering the ESDGC challenging for practitioners and children to consider local and global issues and adapt attitudes and skills that will enable children and practitioners to challenge discrimination. However, Tinney (2010) and Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie (2013) suggests that practitioners can start to think about educating children in sustainability when the children are emotionally and cognitively ready. This is supported by the Mosaic Approach. Skouteris et al. (2014) states that in Australia children start learning about sustainability around age four when they start pre-school. Elliot and Davis (2009) suggests that the integration of the ESDGC has been slow which could be the reason as to why there is a misconception that children are unable to deal with abstract and complex issues. Therefore, it is not just about the challenge of children understanding the different concepts to the ESDGC, it is about the practitioner’s understanding the ESDGC. 
Forest School
The ethos of Forest School (FS) offers children regular opportunities to achieve and develop knowledge and skills through hands on learning in a local woodland or a natural environment with trees (Knight, 2009, 2013). This links with Piaget and the Australian approach which suggests that children learn from hands on experiences (Beames et al., 2012). The structure of forest school can help practitioners to integrate the ESDGC by working together to develop a relationship with nature through FS subjects (Knight, 2009, 2013; DCELLS, 2008). Bruner and Vygotsky’s theories can be seen here by working together. The ESDGC can be supported through FS as children are able to investigate the natural environment and talk about issues that may impact the world (DCELLS, 2008; O’brien and Murray, 2007). Practitioners can also provide opportunities to meet the other themes in the ESDGC for example, looking at different plant to see if other counties have them, can they be eaten, can they be used in any way and more (DCELLS, 2008; WAG, 2002). This also links with the FP as practitioners are covering the subject of knowledge and understanding of the world (CW, 2015).
FS allows practitioners to develop relationships with the wider community (Knight, 2013). The ESDGC looks at local environments and how other people live and states that partnerships are fundamental in delivering the ESDGC to become sustainable and a global citizen (DCELLS, 2008). Prince (2010) found that in New Zealand sustainability cannot be tackled without the help of organisations and the government which is supported by figure 1. The Reggio Emilia approach agrees that the wider community should be involved with children and relationships need to be developed as the wider community effects the child (Biermeier, 2015; Nutbrown et al., 2010; Knight, 2009). It can be seen here how figure 1 and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems links. There are mixed results when looking at ESTYN reports about the use of the wider community. ESTYN (2017b) found that the setting engaged with the wider community, however, the links were local. Whereas, ESTYN (2017a) had some links with organisations and a few local links. But in ESTYN (2014a) the setting was found to have many useful partnerships with the local and wider community. Therefore, this suggest that there is not set standard across settings.
Attitudes of practitioners
FS needs a high staff ratio which could be a challenge for practitioners as there needs to be a FS leader who is Level 3 Forest School qualification and first aid which includes paediatric and the outdoors (Knight, 2013; Forest School Association, no date). According to Duffryn Nursery (no date) the ratio they use for forest school is a minimum of one adult to three children depending on the age of the children, however, an extra adult may be present to support a child with additional needs. With high ratios the practitioner would need to have a positive attitude to provide opportunities to deliver the ESDGC. What practitioners may think children need to learn about ESDGC may not be meaningful for children which suggests that the attitudes of the practitioners may need to change when looking at the ESDGC (Moser and Martinson, 2010; Goddard, 2017). In Knight’s (2009, 2013) vision of FS she states that there is not such thing as bad weather, even in high winds, as long as the children are taken out of the wooded area they are safe. This supports practitioners to deliver the ESDGC as children can learn about climate change, culture and identity and more (DCELLS, 2008). However, O’brien and Murray (2007) and Maynard and Waters (2007) found that practitioners had negative attitudes to being outside in all weathers as it meant that the children and practitioners would get wet, muddy and physically uncomfortable. ESTYN (2014b) found that in the FP and key stage 2 some children did not know the different between climate change and weather. Therefore, this needs to be explained to children, so they are aware of the difference. Some practitioners were unfamiliar with teaching in an outdoor environment which made them nervous and at first their attitudes were not positive. Therefore, this affected the children (O’brien and Murray, 2007). Bennell and Norcliffe (no date) suggests that the negative attitudes and being nervous could be because practitioners have not yet grasped the concepts of the ESDGC. ESTYN (2014b) states that most of settings showed high confidence of delivering the ESDGC, the settings that did not is due to a lack of training and the confidence of the individual practitioner in delivering the more complex issues of the ESDGC. However, ESTYN (2014b) states that all settings would benefit from more training. 
Another challenge to providing the ESDGC through FS is mentioned by Davis (2015, 1998) and Maynard and Waters (2007) which states that children are being ‘bubble wrapped’ and there is less chance for acceptable risk. However, Knight (2009) suggests that there are more accidents in a home than outside. Part of FS is allowing children to be exposed to acceptable risk (FSA, no date; Knight, 2009, 2013). In the past decade opportunities to take risks and to learn outside has decreased due to concerns about children’s safety outside the classroom and the fear of something going wrong and the forms that need to be complete before going on a trip (O’brien and Murray, 2007; Maynard and Waters, 2007; Waller et al., 2010; Gray, 2011). Waller et al. (2010) supports this by saying that if an accident does occur the response is often to reduce the challenge of outside play even though, the practitioners are aware that these restrictions could compromise learning for children. Gray (2011) and Maynard and Waters (2007) supports Davis (2015) by suggesting that it is not only practitioners that are concerned about safety it is also the parents, therefore, children are spending more time indoors doing structured activities. Moser and Martinson (2010), Grieshaber and McArdle (2010) and Knight (2009) suggests that FS allows children to focus on their own needs and children can identify ways in which to improve their knowledge and skills, which may be through risk taking. If the attitude of the practitioner is that the environment is too risky, the Reggio Emilia approach suggests bringing the outdoors inside for children to be able to learn (Biermeier, 2015; Nutbrown et al., 2010; Knight, 2009). However, in Sweden, practitioners do not have this attitude and there are fewer concerns for children to take risks (Waller et al., 2010) According to DCELLS (2008) bringing the outdoors in does not allow children to experience certain parts of the ESDGC, for example, the weather. It also partially goes against what Donaldson (2015) is trying to implement which is experiential learning.
Conclusion
To conclude, this article has looked at the challenges and opportunities that the outdoor environment and Forest School provides practitioners in delivering the ESDGC. Throughout the article there were references to the Foundation Phase, Donaldson Report and theorists such as; Bronfenbrenner, Vygotsky and Piaget. The practice in Wales was compared to other countries such as New Zealand, Australia and Sweden to compare the different ideas on sustainable development.
The outdoor environment was found to provide many opportunities for imbedding the ESDGC for example, providing children with first hand experiences and children’s participation being important to support their rights (Prince, 2010; UNICEF, 1990). Montessori and Froebel were discussed, and they disagree with having fixed equipment instead of natural materials (No Small Matter, 2016; Feez, 2013; Berk, 2012). Some challenges for practitioners to deliver the ESDGC in an outdoor environment were critically discussed. It was suggested that the ESDGC was too complex for children. However, Tinney (2013) and Edwards and Cutter-Makenzie (2013) believes that the ESDGC should be taught to children when they are emotionally and cognitively ready.
The second part of the article looked at Forest School. Forest School can support the as practitioners are able to imbed all seven themes of the ESDGC (DCELLS, 2008; O’brien and Murray, 2007). Forest School allows practitioners to develop relationships with the wider community (Knight, 2013). 
Challenges for practitioners when delivering the ESDGC through Forest School is the child to staff ratios and the attitudes of practitioners. O’brien and Murray (2007) found that practitioners may have negative attitudes towards forest schools as they may be unfamiliar with teaching in an outdoor environment. Bennell and Norcliffe (no date) suggests that the negative attitudes can be due to practitioners not having grasped the concepts of the ESDGC. It was also suggested that children are being ‘bubble wrapped’. This could be due to fear of something going wrong (O’brien and Murray, 2007; Waller et al., 2010).
After looking at different ESTYN reports it shows that the ESDGC is being embedded within settings however, there is room for improvement and some settings need to do more to implement the ESDGC. This can be done by looking at pedagogical practice.
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