What is sustainability in the early years?

Everyone has a responsibility to sustainability, this is seen through appreciation of our relationship with the environments, respect of the world around us and protecting the nature surrounding us (Boyd, King, Mann and Neame, 2022). Sustainability is an important part of early childhood provisions. Sustainability is the ability to meet the needs of the present generation without compromising thew ability of future generations to meet their own needs (The Curiosity Approach, 2026). Sustainability within the early years is seen as teaching children the importance and involvement of protecting the environment, conserving resources, reducing waste and promoting a healthy society (The Curiosity Approach, 2026). Teaching sustainability within the early years supports children’s development of understanding their role In creating a sustainable world. Sustainability within the early years promotes children’s to be responsible citizens by allowing them to make informed discussions about their health and environment (The Curiosity Approach, 2026). Opportunities for children to be a part of sustainability, supports children with connecting with their environment (Boyd, King, Mann and Neame, 2022). In line with supporting sustainability, ‘the 2030 agenda for sustainable development’ adopted by all united nations member states in 2015, provides a detailed plan for peace and prosperity for the people and the planet (Parenta, 2024). At the heart of this plan is the 17 sustainable development goals, they recognise that ending poverty and other deprivations must aline with strategies that improve health and education, reduce inequalities and spur economic growth – all whilst tackling climate change and preserving and protecting the oceans and forests on our plant (Parenta, 2024). To promote sustainability within the early years can be measures using SMART goals: water consumption, increasing recycling, eliminating single use plastic, turning off lights when not in use, reducing food waste and changing to biodegradable products (Parenta, 2024).

Outdoor play and why it matters?

In a world full of screens and phones, it has become increasingly common to see children in push chairs, on public transport or in public spaces absorbed in a tablet or a phone. Promoting children to detach from screen and experiences outdoor opportunities allows a variety of positive benefits for their development (Linden, 2026). Research has highlighted that outdoor play is valuable for each children individual development. A recent study taken by the University of Exeter, demonstrates the positive long term impact that exposure and opportunities for outdoor play has on children (Linden, 2026). The study concluded that children who experience frequent outdoor play opportunities were more likely to develop good mental health through to adolescents (Linden, 2026).  Every child should have the opportunity to experience the freedom and joy of outdoor play. Through play, children learn lessons and skills that cannot be taught in classrooms such as resilience, risk taking, creativity and confidence (Opal, no date). Outdoor play promotes the development of social and emotional skills, builds stronger bodies and gives children vital opportunities to risk take (McCrorie et al, 2023). Outdoor play goes beyond adding equipment it’s about thinking how valuable play is. Outdoor environments should encourage creativity, movement and collaboration, having balanced approaches to risk managements so children can risk take and experience challenging play opportunities and ensuring outdoor environments are inclusive to every child (Opal, no date). It is widely recognised that playing outdoors and outdoor based learning opportunities is positive towards the children’s well-being and development (Play Wales, 2025). Playing outdoor contributes to a range of health and wellbeing benefits – increased muscular strength, co-ordination and balance, stress and depression and improves mental health and improves self-esteem and cognitive functions (Play Wales, 2025). Unstructured outdoor play opportunities gives children the chance to support their wellbeing and naturally building life skills which contribute to long term developmental outcomes (Play Wales, 2025). Qualities such as problem solving, emotional regulation and teamwork is greatly developed when children play. When children experience rich outdoor play opportunities  they should have the opportunities to experience : other children – of all ages and abilities, the natural world- weather, trees and plants, the four elements – earth, fire, water and air, loose parts – natural and synthetic material that can be manipulated, build and demolished whilst ultimately stimulating a child’s imagination skills, challenge and uncertain – opportunities for risk taking, rough and tumble- supporting children to learn about their own strengths, limitations and boundaries, movement- range of opportunities for children to more in different ways and the senses- sounds, tastes, textures, smells and sights )Play Wales, 2020).

Theorists supporting outdoor learning

Lev Vygotsky emphasised the importance of social interaction in learning. His theory suggests that children learn the best when they are emersed in rich play opportunities (Mini Mudders, 2025). Scaffolding is a concept developed by Vygotsky; it suggests the importance of temporary support systems to help children reach their full potential within their zone of proximal development (Nature Plays, 2023). The zone of proximal development represents the gap between what a child can do independently (mastered skills) and what they can do with support (developing skills) (Nature Plays, 2023). Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding and the zone of proximal development can be clearly seen in today’s outdoor play opportunities for children – a child may be able to reach the lower branches to climb on their own and will need help to navigate the taller ones, once the child can navigate the taller ones independently, they will then need help to master the taller once again- this is scaffolding (Nature Plays, 2023). 

Rudolf Steiner’s approach is centred around the respect of each children’s developmental journey. Steiner believes that a child’s learning journey should be holistic and integrating the intellectual, practical and artistic aspects of education such as encouraging opportunities to stimulate creativity and physical development, such as storytelling, art, music and nature exploration (Preidyte, 2024). Within Steiner’s Education, the importance of nature is heavily emphasised throughout. Steiner believes that children should have the opportunity to experience rich outdoor and nature opportunities, playing outside in all weathers – to experience the changes in weather (Invitations to Play, 2018). Throughout Steiner’s theory, nature is an important aspect. Steiner believes that being outdoors helps children to develop the curiosity that is the essence of science later in life. Allowing children to spend time in nature helps them to develop independence, imagination and a sense of wonder whilst supporting them to feel less stressed and more confident (Rudolf Steiner School of Ann Arbor, 2022). 

The garden was central to Friedrich Froebel theory. Froebel suggested that a garden is a place where children could grow and learn all at their own pace (Tovey, no date).  Froebel viewed children as active, curious, creative learners and he considered that children learn best through first hand experience, problem solving and play (Tovey, no date). Through outdoor play Froebel believed that children develop an understanding of the natural world and begin and learn how to take care of it. Froebel saw children’s development as holistic. Froebel saw the outdoors as a vital environment for children to experience. Outdoor opportunities allows children to move freely, play on larger scale and experience the world around them first hand which enhances many elements of child development from problem solving to gross and fine motor skills and social and emotional development (Froebel Trust, 2023).

John Muir Award and Early Years Sustainability

 The John Muir trust prides itself in inspiring people and their communities to explore, learn and advocate for their local nature (John Muir Trust, no date). The John Muir trust have devised an award to help deliver outdoor learning in line with the Curriculum for Wales. The award supports engagement from children and encourages individual wellbeing and allowing children to become aware of their active citizenship (John Muir Trust, no date). Participation with the award has several benefits for children, providing experiences, knowledge and skills that young people need for employment and the celebration of achievements in and beyond formal mainstream educational settings (John Muir Trust, no date). The John Muir award embodies the four purposes, areas of learning and collaboration and cross disciplinary planning of the Curriculum for Wales.

Areas of learning- 

Language and literacy- Learning new environmental and nature vocabulary, create poems and songs and create campaign letters (John Muir Award, no date).

Mathematics and numeracy – Mapping skills, age and height of trees and data from wildlife surveys (John Muir Award, no date).

Science and technology – food chain, pollution surveys, recycling, composting (John Muir Award, no date).

Health and wellbeing- mindfulness, sensory activities, connect with nature (John Muir Award, no date).

Humanities- social impact of pollution, learning about conservation values and improve schools environments (John Muir Award, no date).

Expressive arts- nature inspired music and natural art and photography (John Muir Award, no date).

4 purposes – 
Ambitious capable learners – enjoy risk and challenge: outdoor, risk and residential activities (John Muir Award, no date). Critical thinking and problem solving environmental issues (John Muir Award, no date).

Healthy confident individuals- informed lifestyle choices around reducing ecological footprints, taking risks and overcoming challenges – adventure activity (John Muir Award, no date).
Ethical informed citizens - impact of actions - carrying out practical conservation activity, sustainability of planet (John Muir Award, no date).
Enterprising creative contributors - environmental volunteering in community - giving energy and skills so that other people will benefit, opportunities for teamwork and developing communication skills (John Muir Award, no date).

The John Muir award develops an authentic sense of cynefin, builds knowledge upon different cultures and history within the community and enables children to develop a strong sense of individualised identity and understanding how this is connected and shaped by nature and outdoor experiences (John Muir Award, no date).
Children’s rights, UNCRC and social justice
Every child has the right to play and learn outdoors. In accordance with article 31 of the UNCRC,’ Every child has the right to relax, play and take part in a wide range of cultural and artistic activities’ (UNICEF, no date). Children have a right to play as recognised in article 31 of the UNCRC, playing is one of the most immediate and important aspect of a child’s – play promoted the value of time, quality place and freedom (Play Wales, 2025).  In March of 2013, the UNCRC releases general comment 17 which clarifies the meaning and importance of article 31 (National Childhood Network, 2026). A general comment is an official statement that elaborates on the meaning of specific articles within the UNCRC which require further interpretation or emphasis (Play Wales, 2022). General Comment no.17 has defined play as ‘a behaviour, activity or process initiated, controlled and structed by children. Play naturally must take place in every environment and whenever opportunities arise’ (Play Wales, 2022). The main objective of the general comment no.17 is to increase the awareness and understanding of the importance of article 31 for both children’s well-being and development and to ensure that article 31 is acceptable for every child without discrimination (Plat Wales, 2022). Children engaging in outdoor opportunities and activities can support children to learn to appreciate nature and understand the significance of protecting and preserving the environments, in alignment with the UNCRCs principles of nurturing informed and responsible citizens (YMCA Scotland, 2026).
ESDGC

The education for sustainable development and global citizenship is an educational framework championed heavily within Wales (Welsh Government, 2012). The framework is equipped to support learners with the knowledge and understanding to face and takes global challenged such as – climate change, poverty and human rights, by encouraging sustainable habits and active community participation (Welsh Government, 2012). Education for sustainable development and global citizenship (ESDGC) seeks to give learners at every stage of their education an understanding of the impact that their choices have in other people, economy and the environment (Ysgol Gynradd Llangynidr, no date).  The promotion of the ESDGC is a key objective of the Welsh government, they aim to encourage schools to provide opportunities for teachers and pupils to consider global issues and to make links between what is personal, local, national and global (Estyn, 2014). The promotion of ESDGC encourages schools to challenge learners to engage within cultrually diverse opportunities and experinces, to critically analyse their own values and attitudes and to develop skills that will allow them to challenge injustice, prejudice and discrimination (Estyn, 2014). Guidance from the Welsh government suggests that the ESDGC should not be seen as an extra additional subject but rather an embedded ethos throughout school and for everyone to develop an attitude, values and way of life that is in line with the ESDGC (Estyn, 2014). Wales has an enriched culture and heritage and an inherent part of the ESDGC us the recognition and appreciation of cultural diversity within Wales and globally (Welsh Government, 2012). There are key elements of the ESDGC – choices and decisions (participations and the impact of personal choices), climate change (saving energy and reducing natural resource e impact), consumption and waste (recycling), health (wellbeing and lifestyle choices), identity and culture (heritage, diversity and social inclusion), the natural environment (biodiversity and conservation) and wealth and poverty (human rights and inequality) (Welsh Government, no date). Within the early years, the ESDGC can be seen through – playing outdoors, caring for plants, respecting wildlife and understanding that every action contributes to creating a more sustainable future. 

Sustainability challenges in the early years

The curriculum for Wales guidance acknowledges that, to fully harness the benefits of outdoor learning, the presence of enabling adults who understand the significance and value of outdoor play is crucial (Ellis et al, no date). Without the presence of enabling adults, will have a profound negative impact on the quality experiences and the regularity of outdoor opportunity for children (Ellis et al, no date). Within a study taken by Welsh Government 2023, they researched into possible barriers and challenges of sustainability and outdoor play opportunities for children. The study revealed that teachers could recognise the importance of using child initiated and child centred learning, many did not see why this could be enhanced and taken outdoors. Additionally, to this, teachers discussed that they viewed outdoor opportunities as spaced only for informal learning and play (Welsh government, 2023). To achieve a level of outdoor learning opportunities to really benefit children, teachers must have the ability to provide outdoor learning opportunities consistently. This requires continuous professional development from practitioners to embrace willingness to change and to embrace the different ways for child development (Welsh Government, 2023). This study was taken on a numerous amount of staff who were newly qualified to experienced teachers. Due to this, the study had shown that newer teachers are more confident with using outdoor learning more consistently, although many still felt as though additional support and guidance was required (Welsh Government, 2023).

Conclusion

To conclude, sustainability within the early years is much more than just protecting the environment it is about supporting each child’s wellbeing, rights, curiosity and connection with the world. Outdoor play opportunities provide children with a variety of opportunities which allows children to explore, risk take, explore and develop a sense of belonging and responsibility. The ideas from Froebel, Vygotsky and Steiner are still present in today, the demonstration of the importance of learning through opportunity rich experiences with nature. By embedding sustainability into every day practice can help children become confident, caring and responsible citizens.
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