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Sustainability is ensuring that what we use now is preserved for future generations to continue using.  Development of sustainability is about living in a way that cares for the planet, treats people fairly and thinks about the future. There are 3 pillars to sustainability, University of Liverpool (2023) describe them as; Environmental - which looks at protecting all things in nature, the air, water, land and living things. Social – which looks at supporting healthy, safe and fair communities, ensuring equality to education and healthcare.  Economic sustainability – ensuring the ways we use things wisely in a way that supports long term well-being and growth. 
In 1987, the Brundtland Commission introduced the concept of sustainable development which addresses global environmental issues (Future, 1987).  The report defined sustainable development as seeing what the world can do now without ruining what future generations may need. However, a criticism of this report is that it did not contain clear, actionable steps to help achieve the goals (Buzz on Earth, 2021).  More recently, Wales made the legislation ‘The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act’ 2015 [hereafter WFG Act].  It requires Welsh public bodies to contribute to seven long-term well‑being goals and follow five “ways of working” (long-term thinking, prevention, integration, collaboration, and involvement) to achieve sustainable development (Welsh Government, 2021).  The United Nations stated that this legislation saw changes in Wales and was seen to be a leader in the cause of sustainability stating, ‘What Wales is doing today, the World will do it tomorrow’ (Welsh Government, 2015).  Sustainability is also embedded in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of a child, in Article 29 where every child has the right to an education and article 39 the children have the right to have their own cultures and environment respected (UNICEF, 1989). 
The United Nations have made 17 global goals called the ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ (Global Goals, 2014).  The aim is to make the world a safer and fairer place for all.  They plan for this to be achieved by 2030.  These goals were started in 2015 and the aim is to improve poverty, inequality, climate change, environment, peace and injustice (Unted Nation, 2015).  However, one must ask the question “is this going to be achieved by 2030?” A recent report shows that only 16% of the goals are on track to be achieved (India, 2024). Although many countries have agreed to these goals there are issues that these countries face such as poverty.  The World Bank (2022) shows that some countries are far from reducing poverty due to global inflation and the impacts from the COVID-19 pandemic.  Also, despite the commitments made by many countries climate change is still a big concern (United Nations, 2023).  The World Health Organisation (2022) have reported that global health systems sill face barriers due to health inequity with people struggling to afford health care and again pandemics causing issues globally.
Although education of these goals, especially in Wales with the WFG Act embedded in our national curriculum there are still issue with this goal being achieved – Low-income countries face financial problems to provide quality education for all (UNESCO, 2023).  
Sustainability development in the Early Years involves learning about factors affecting the children in the world around them, not only in the environment.  In Early Years education in Wales, sustainability is embedded across policy, curriculum, and practice. The Curriculum for Wales places a strong emphasis on the WFG Act, embedding it across all areas of learning, encouraging the children to think critically about the world around them.  The curriculum is structured into six Areas of Learning and Experience [hereafter AoLE], including Health and Well-being, which looks at community cohesion, mental health and healthy relationships - all of this reflects in the WFG goals (Welsh Government, 2020).  Each AoLE includes statements of what matter and the WFG goals are included in these too, for example “Our decision making impacts the quality of our lives and others” or “Healthy relationships are fundamental to well-being’” (Welsh Government, 2020).  
One of the four purposes in the Welsh Curriculum is that children need to develop into ethical informed citizens who can make decisions about sustainability (Welsh Government, 2022).  Children are encouraged to actively engage in processes that have an impact on the planet and society.  Welsh Government (2022) state that, educational settings must include sustainability across the curriculum and in everyday life rather than in a discrete topic for it to be fully embedded in the children’s lives.  Practitioners can work sustainability into school routines such as turning lights off when they leave the room, recycling items, respect for all around us and where we live. Güler Yıldız, et al. (2021) believe that children should be taught from an early age how they can be part of a sustainable world, as this is a time where attitudes and behaviours develop.  
The Curriculum for Wales values children having real hands-on authentic learning.  Children need to be encouraged and involved in sustainable practice such as energy saving efforts around the setting.  Through this the children are gaining hands on experiences that help them to develop problem solving skills, giving them good understanding and a sense of responsibility towards being sustainable.  
Educating the children to make links with well-being and environmental sustainability emphasises how environmental health can affect your health. 
Practitioners need to create their curriculum with topics that focus on clean air or how lifestyle choices can have an impact on both the environment and people's mental and physical health.  According to Pica (2017) hands on learning enables the children to participate in their own learning through involvement and engagement. The child learns from doing, which increases attention span and curiosity. Berk (2016) agrees and adds that children engage more deeply when the work is practical.
Hands on Learning, challenges children to think critically and find solutions. For example, in the John Muir section of this assignment, the children found litter in the area, and it was their decision on what to do with the rubbish. This enables the children to become capable independent learners (Berk and Winsler, 2023 and Welsh Government, 2022).
Hands on learning often involves working with others which will develop the children's social skills to collaborate, to share, resolve issues, and develops resilience (Bodrova and Leong, 2023). 
Hands on learning often makes learning more meaningful and helps the children to retain information (Pica, 2017).  Activities where the children can explore their environment encourages curiosity, which allows children to ask questions, experiment and learn through trial and error (Bodrova and Leong, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Hlk203219411][bookmark: _Hlk203219646][bookmark: _Hlk203219487][bookmark: _Hlk203220090]Theorist Friedrich Fröebel’s approach to sustainability in the early years centres around deep connectedness with nature, embodied learning, and respect for the life, his ideas remain influential in early childhood education settings now (Fröebel Trust, 2022).  He advocated that children need to spend more meaningful time outside, exploring nature and the organic process. (Fröebel Trust, 2022). He highlighted exploring and playing outside to build ethical and ecological awareness (Ødegaard, 2021).  Fröebel’s pedagogy into sustainability recognises that children need to engage with the environment.  The Early Years embeds Fröebel’s vision to build a relationship with nature that promotes holistic development (Fröebel Trust, 2022). 
Fröebel also believed that pupil voice and asking the children about their environment helps to gain knowledge on the children attitudes and views towards the environment (Fröebel Trust, 2021).  For the John Muir part of this assignment the children used their own experiences to show understanding of recycling.
Connecting with nature helps the children to make connections with the real world from exploring their environment, for example, planting trees teaches the children all about clean air and water (Gilchrist, 2023).
There are many benefits from children being outside to their holistic development. Gilchrist (2023) and Clanfield (2023) believe that school attendance improves as well as academic results and changes in behaviour. The Reggio Emilia approach emphasises that the environment acts as a ‘third teacher’. This approach allows the children to learn and explore engaging in the outdoor environment (Burton, 2024).  
As part of the John Muir Award for this assignment, the children watched the life cycle of a butterfly and then let the butterflies free. They learnt more by being engaged and seeing this in front of them than they would from a book or a worksheet (Clanfield, 2024).
Barrera-Hernández,. et al. (2020) believe that children who are submerged in nature will learn to care about nature and they will be more likely to recycle, use less plastic, save energy and support environmental policies.
[bookmark: _Hlk203226861]Early years practitioners face barriers in sustainable development. One barrier is that there are many frameworks that govern different early years settings such as non maintained settings. Estyn and Care Inspectorate of Wales have different regulations which can cause inconsistencies in sustainable pedagogy across settings (Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies, 2024). Additionally, Stewart, MacDonald, and Waters-Davies (2024) also believe that many practitioners lack high quality professional learning, especially in non maintained settings. They may not have the knowledge and experience of policies and frameworks for them to develop the children.  Papadopoulou and Vincent (2025) add that educators are vital to changing the way we develop sustainability. However, they add that due to the lack of knowledge, confidence and the old fashioned ways of teaching, for example, a maths and literacy lesson, to be sat down at a desk and inside can hinder this development.
Welsh Government (2024) report of financial issues that can make sustainable development hard to resource stating that the rise in operational costs such as energy, food, staffing and insufficient funding, limits the settings ability in sustainable development.
Integrating sustainable development into early years education is essential for shaping a healthier, more responsible future. Research shows that young children who regularly interact with nature are more likely to develop positive environmental attitudes, stronger emotional well-being, and pro-social behaviour (Barrable, 2019; Chawla, 2020). These early experiences build the foundation for sustainable thinking and action later in life. They also support key goals of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 
When early years educators provide hands-on, nature-connected experiences, they help children develop empathy for the planet and others (Sobel, 2015; Whitebread & O’Connor, 2022). Encouraging simple sustainable actions—like recycling, planting, or caring for animals—teaches young learners that their actions matter.
Connecting children with nature in early education is not just beneficial—it is a powerful, age-appropriate way to foster sustainable development, build resilience, and raise a generation that values both people and the planet.
The 2024-2025 report for the WFG goals has indicated that while progress has been made in certain areas, they are still at risk for not being achieved by 2030 due to factors such as inequity, climate change, conflict, government issues and insufficient funding.  However, they can still be achieved if there are stronger international links, increase in investments for innovation and funds to support sustainable development (United Nations, 2024).
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