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Importance of educating children about sustainability
Nations all across the world are striving for a higher standard of living for their citizens; however there is a worldwide concern that the economic growth is causing social and natural systems to suffer (Davis, 1998), such as climate change, global warming, pollution and destruction of eco systems (Taylor et al. 2015). This is the reasoning behind why many early years’ educational pioneers, and scientists believe that it is necessary that young children and practitioners are taught about the importance of sustainability, to help create actions to resolve the economic, environmental and social problems (Taylor et al., 2015).
The Foundation Phase Framework Revised (2015) states that children should be given different opportunities to familiarise themselves with the outdoors, and be given opportunities to investigate, which will help to build a sense of curiosity about the world in which they live, and to help them to demonstrate compassion, care, concern, respect and claim a sense of responsibility for their environments. However, Dewey (1990) believes that since the end of the industrial revolution, it has resulted in British children attending ‘factory-like schools’, which deprives children from developing the knowledge and skills needed to become global citizens.
Early years settings and schools in Britain differ to the way that Sweden educates children on sustainable development and global citizenship, as Sweden recognises that the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) have identified the importance of teaching ESD to young children, and the importance of integrating it into the whole school curriculum, instead of only a few certain school subjects (Cars et al. 2015). (Cars et al. 2015) states that the Swedish government has created a large emphasis on the importance of creating educated and responsible citizens, by allowing them to have interactions with their environments. According to Samuelsson (2008), children in Swedish primary schools are allowed time to explore the outdoors every day, regardless of the weather outside, and Montessori (1920) and Samuelsson (2008) also explains that by allowing the children outdoors, it enables them to build communication skills, become independent, and gain the knowledge and understanding of the surrounding world.
ESDGC
The Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) was published in 2002, which integrated both Education for Sustainable Development, and also global citizenship, to enable children and young people, who are at different stages of education, to have an understanding on how their own actions can affect their environment and economy (ESDGC, 2005). However, according to Sterling (2001), the ESDGC should not only educate children about their environment, but should also educate them about other issues that occur in the world, which is why they created seven themes within the ESDGC, which are:
· The natural environment
· Consumption and waste
· Climate change
· Wealth and poverty
· Identity and culture
· Choices and decisions
· Health
The ESDGC is taught by practitioners to young children all across Wales. Davis (1998) suggests that the importance of educating children about ESDGC is paramount, and to ensure that the ESDGC is taught correctly within these settings, it is now a part of the inspection framework which is carried out by Estyn (ESDGC, 2005).
However, after conducting a number of inspections throughout Wales in 2006, a report written by Estyn identified that the educators did not have a strong understanding of what the ESDGC is and how they could implement it, and if the educators had more of an understanding on sustainable development than just global citizenship, they would be able to effectively educate the young children on ESDGC (Estyn, 2014).
According to Jucker, et al., (2014) making the ESDGC part of the Estyn inspection is a way to encourage teachers and play workers to integrate the education for sustainability into their lesson plans, as ESD is not a subject which is taught alone, it is an ethos which should be integrated into all subjects (Thomas, 2014); for example, in a geography lesson, the educators may want to put out a map of the world on the floor for the children to see, and provide them with a variety of foods, such as rice, pasta, and oranges, and allow them time to think amongst themselves about where the different foods come from. However, the educators may only be incorporating the ESD into their lesson plans because they will be inspected by Estyn, and may only be ‘ticking the boxes’ for ESD instead of having a keen interest in teaching sustainability, which the Great Britain: House of Commons (2009-2010) suggests could lead to a ‘one model’ approach to teaching.
Foundation Phase Framework and ESDGC
The Foundation Phase Framework, which is a curriculum for children of ages three to seven, and the ESDGC are closely linked, with regard to children learning outdoors, and learning about their impact on the environment, as both curriculums emphasise the importance of integrating sustainability not only in subjects such as geography, and science, but in all aspects of education, such as play (Boyd, et al., 2017). Play-based pedagogy in the outdoors is essential in educating children about the seven themes within the ESDGC, and to meet the aims of the Foundation Phase Framework, such as ‘Knowledge and Understanding of the world’ (Edwards, et al., 2013). Similarly, Dewey believes that the outdoors is where life occurs, and the only way that children are going to learn about their environment, nature, and how their actions impact on them, is by being in the outdoors (Rivkin, et al., 1998).
The Foundation Phase Framework (2015) and the ESDGC (2008) both believe that educating children about global citizenship is interdisciplinary, where all aspects of the ESDGC is imbedded into the curriculum; for example, the educators may want to make pizzas with the children, where the children can be taught about some of the seven areas of the ESDGC:
· Consumption and waste – The educators can teach the children that the waste that they have left from the pizzas, such as fruit and vegetable peel, can be re-used as compost. They can create their own compost, and use that compost to grow their own vegetables or plants, which Cooke et al., (2014) explains is a way of educating children about life-cycles, and can give them an opportunity to compare the life cycles of their local environments to other life cycles in other countries, for example Australia, where the majority of the land is desert.
· Identity and culture – Whilst creating the pizzas, the children can learn about where pizza originates from, and which country the toppings they have chosen are from.
· Choices and decisions – The educators will support the children when they need it, however they will allow the children to pick a topping of their choice for their pizzas, with only simple and quick questions which will allow the children to consider why they are choosing the toppings. Article 12 of the UNCRC (1990) states that all children should have the right to express their views, feelings and wishes regarding something they are passionate about, therefore the children should be able to express their own wishes regarding the toppings they want on their pizza. This also relates to the theory created by Vygotsky (1978), which believes that when children are interacting with older individuals who have more knowledge and skills on the subject, they are able to make better choices and perform better with tasks; this is called The More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) (Evans et al. 2013). Abtahi et al (2017) states that learning happens when children are around an MKO, therefore children need to have someone present who has more knowledge and better skills than them, in order to expand the broadness and depth of what they already know,
· Health – By allowing the children to pick their own toppings, and asking questions, it can support the child’s knowledge about health, by having a discussion about whether they think the topping they have chosen is healthy or not.
Therefore, this supports Davis (1998) and Sterling’s (2001) stance that the ESDGC is interdisciplinary, and should be incorporated into all school subjects, which will meet the seven themes of the ESDGC.
Kindergarten
Frost et al. (2017) believes that it is crucial to a child’s health, and for whole child development, to have children explore their environments and nature, which coincides with Froebel’s idea from the 19th Century. Froebel created the term ‘Kindergarten’, which is a nursery for young children which emphasises the importance of playing with nature in order to develop the child’s knowledge and understanding of the world around them (Frost, et al., 2017).
Tinney et al. (2010) states that there are many similarities between the Foundation Phase Framework and the ESDGC, for example both of these curriculums put the children, community and the setting at the centre of their action plans, in hope to expand the children’s knowledge and develop their skills learnt from previous experiences. This coincides closely with Bronfenbrenner (1979), as he created the Bioecological Model of Human Development, which puts the child or the individual at the centre of every situation which may involve them (Hayes, et al., 2017), and Cummings et al., (2015) states that by putting the child at the centre, and ensuring that their needs are being met effectively, it will eventually result in the child having a positive experience whilst they are learning about ESDGC.
Whole-School Approach
ESD is multi-disciplinary and involves the educators, children and the communities working together to resolve environmental issues (Davis, 1998). In order to educate young children about sustainability, the setting must abide to what they are teaching the children whilst at school; for example, if the young children are being taught about how to prevent resources from being wasted, such as energy, then they will be quick to notice if the setting does not implement this (UNESCO, 2012), therefore educational settings use a ‘Whole-School Approach’ to sustainability. UNESCO (2012) states that there are many ways in which the whole school can promote sustainability, such as practicing sustainable water and energy management, creating policies which include environmental, social and economic sustainability, a good communication link between the setting and the local community, and having a sustainability ethos, which promotes the environment and also the property of the school.
According to Zijian (2006), many schools within Europe tend to focus their ‘Whole-School Approach’ on food waste, rubbish, water, energy consumption, transport and the grounds of the school; which differs to countries such as Africa, which create a larger emphasis on the issues that are on-going in their country, such as health, sanitation, and managing natural resources which are based on their communities.
However, Sterling (2001) suggests that if there is not a strong boundary between the setting and the community, it can create ‘fuzzy borders’. ‘Fuzzy borders’ are when the relationship between schools and their communities are weak, and they are not working together to create a better education for children and young people, and this can lead to the children not being able to learn about sustainable development (Mitchell, 2017). Mitchell (2017) explains that in order to form a strong relationship between schools and communities, there must be support provided for the pupils, parents and members of the community, who come from different cultural backgrounds, and involve them in the decision-making processes, planning and ensuring that education programmes are implemented.
Implementing the ESDGC.
There are different ways in which educators can help to implement the ESDGC into their lessons; for example, having lessons outdoors, allowing them to have time to explore the outside, and creating art out of natural resources. Grigg et al., (2014) states that children learn through first-hand experiences, which helps to support their learning about what works effectively in the world, and what does not; for example, helping them to understand that waste does not have to be thrown away, or ‘dumped’, but it can be recycled, and this can be done by having recycling bins within the setting, and showing them where the waste goes by either going on school trips or watching videos and reading books (Grigg, et al., 2014). This is also closely linked to the Reggio Emilia approach, which is based on children learning through hands-on experiences (Ziff, 2007), and educates the children about the importance of being sustainable citizens, such as recycling, and teaches them that both natural materials, such as leaves, trees, fruit and vegetables, and recycled materials, such as plastic, paper and metal are ‘intelligent materials’ (Thornton, et al., 2013).
Forest Schools Wales
Early Years Pioneers such as Froebel (1972-1852), Montessori (1870-1952) and Dewey (1859-1952) all believe that children need direct experiences with nature and natural materials to be able to develop and enhance their learning and their development (Davis, 1998). There are many different childhood education programmes which support what these Early Years Pioneers believe, such as Forest Schools. Forest schools were created to provide children with play-based pedagogy which was based in the natural environment, which helps to develop a child’s confidence and their self-esteem (Houghton et al., 2016).
O’brien et al., (2007) conducted a study which focused on children who attended a Forest School in Wales and England, from 2002-2005, and how the outdoor education programme had an impact on the children that were included in the study. The study took place over an eight month period, and the findings showed that the Forest School programme benefited every child in a certain way, whether it was building confidence, developing social and physical skills, or expanding their knowledge and understanding on the world around them.
Although this study was conducted more than ten years ago, the findings still occur within the teaching of ESDGC today, as both the research study and Estyn (2014) state that learning about their natural environment is limited for children in Wales, as educators do not have enough knowledge and understanding on the topic to be able to teach young children effectively about ESDGC. During the winter of 2000-2001, a University in Sweden conducted a study from twenty four different schools across the country, and send out questionnaires and interviewed teachers and pupils about the ESD within their setting; and one of the findings was that most of the teachers were insecure about educating the children on ESD as they were not educated enough themselves about the topic, therefore felt they were unable to teach the children (Breiting et al. 2010). Breiting et al (2010) then explains that through providing educators with in-service training projects about ESD, the teachers began to feel more comfortable, confident and knowledgable to be able to pass on their knowledge on to the young children in the setting. Therefore, with these facts, perhaps the Welsh Government may need to consider that there needs to be more training and support for teachers and early years educators in Wales who are teaching young children about ESD/ESDGC.
Davis (1998) states that educators in the United Kingdom may be apprehensive when it comes to allowing the children out into the outdoors to play freely within their environments, as they are taking the risk of allowing the children out of their usual educational environment, i.e. classroom. Davis (1998) also explains that some early years educators may be fearful of outdoor education such as Forest Schools, because they do not want to take the risk of the children being exposed to accidents, such as breaking bones or cutting themselves, and legal action being a possibility for the setting. This differentiates from countries such as New Zealand, where the focus of a child’s education is on action, taking risks, and facing challenges (Andkjaer, 2012). Te Whariki was introduced to early years settings throughout New Zealand in 1996, and strives to educate children through an active curriculum to enhance their knowledge on their environment (Blaiklock, 2010). Similar to Forest Schools, Te Whariki educate children about the importance of becoming sustainable citizens of their country and their planet, by providing them with opportunities to care for their environment, e.g. planting seeds and ensuring that the plant gets enough water each day for it to grow (Blaiklock, 2010).
Other authors suggest that there are other reasons as to why the ESD may not work within some settings, such as educators instructing the children too much, rather than supporting their learning by guiding them in the right direction (Zurek, et al., 2014). This relates closely to the theories of early years pioneers such as Reggio Emilia and Vygotsky, as both believe that educators should help to enhance a child’s knowledge and understanding by following and scaffolding their learning (Cagliari, et al., 2016) (Vygotsky, 1978).
Forest Schools Sweden
In Wales, they only have 27 Forest Schools available for young children, compared to England which have nearly 150 Forest Schools in total to date (Knight, 2013). However, this is not merely close to the figures of the use of Forest Schools in other countries, such as Sweden.
Forest Schools play an important role in the curriculum for outdoor education in Sweden, with over two million children having experienced Forest Schools at some point in their lives (McGurk, 2017). Environmental education is part of the curriculum in Sweden today, with an aim to educate young children on how the way they live has an impact on their health, environment and the society in which they live (McGurk, 2017). A study was conducted in Sweden, which spread across thirteen months, where they discovered that children were living in urban environments, such as cities, were less happy than the children who were living in rural areas and attending schools where outdoor education was essential, such as Forest Schools (Forest Schools, 2017).
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