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Regaining Paradise

Sustainability in the Early Years refers to children being aware of their surroundings, learning the importance of  conserving and protecting their environment through a sense of belonging and fostering an environmental responsibility. This is reinforced by Wales’s introduction of the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 which calls for a change in attitudes to ensure the improvement of social, cultural, environmental and economic wellbeing for future generations. NCFE (formerly Northern Council for Further Education N.D.) state that a holistic approach is required to see results. They aim to provide their learners with the knowledge and understanding to be able to imbed sustainable practices across the early years sector providing children with practical experiences and ongoing learning opportunities for them to foster a sustainability mindset. An example of this in practice in Wales is Torfaen’s Healthy and Sustainable Pre-school Scheme which settings sign up to to support action areas such as emotional and mental wellbeing, environment, nutrition and oral health, among others (Torfaen FIS, 2024). 

Brundtland’s (1987) report was principal in exploring the essential role that early year’s education has to play in ensuring ongoing sustainability and developing ethically aware citizens. Somerville and Williams (2015) state that as international scientists continue to emphasize the contributions that human input has had on climate change and in turn the huge influences people have on the current and future state of the planet, policy makers have looked at the education of the world population and determined that early education is essential for global change. Beaver and Borgerding (2023) support this argument and go on to reinforce the role of the early education workforce in supporting the development of a ‘climate literate citizenry’. Bhagwanji (2023) concurs and suggests that the early education workforce’s professional development as well as any future curriculum changes should be informed by the educator’s perspective on how this should be taught to children and which resources are used to reinforce a sustainable practice resulting in the children becoming informed and globally responsible citizens. However, if the perspective of the professional is that they do not feel sustainability is a priority, then the learning for the child will not be of the same quality as those with staff who are passionate and have embedded sustainability as a whole school ethos (Welsh Government, 2008)

In 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals were agreed by the United Nations whereby 195 member nations committed to striving to meet the agreed 17 global goals by 2030. These included but are not limited to clean water and sanitation, sustainable cities and communities and climate action. The goals are written in line with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Hoffman, 2008) as they set out priorities which states that Sustainable Development Goal 2 which is to eradicate hunger, underpins all other goals as without the basic need of food, a child is unable to learn. In Wales, all primary aged children are entitled to a free school lunch with nursery aged children attending a full day at school, which is not a statutory requirement, are also able to apply for a free school lunch which will be based on benefits and need (Welsh Government, 2024). This is also in line with the United Nations Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and in particular Articles 24 (a child’s right to health and health services) and 6 (a child’s right to life, survival and development). 

According to Welsh Government, Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) links society, economy and environment with learners who can draw parallels between what effects them and what effects they can have locally, nationally and internationally as well as highlighting and linking the rights and needs of both present and future generations. ‘ESDGC is education that will prepare young people for life in the 21st century.’ (Welsh Government, 2008). This has been embedded into the New Curriculum for Wales whereby there is a cross-curricular approach required to ensure a balanced framework for the teaching and learning of the global citizenship and sustainable development. The skills that are developed through cross-curricular learning  is empathy, reflection, problem solving and communication, among others. With certain values being reinforced such as respecting people and their rights, valuing diverse cultures and having a strong focus on empowerment allows for students to develop their own sense of belonging and being able to champion their beliefs. The holistic nature of the curriculum enables students to be informed, globally aware citizens with a sense of ‘cynefin’ not only in their local area but also globally. 

There are challenges to embedding ESDGC into the pedagogical nature of early years teachers and in the whole school or setting ethos. The implementation of a change in ethos takes time and requires commitment from all stakeholders including school staff, pupils, parents, governors and further education professionals. This requires collaboration and integration in the local and wider community as opposed to community engagement which Hausberg (2020) argues gives only knowledge rather than creating the knowledge. Community collaboration can be challenging, however, particularly with regard to consistent support, cooperation and mutual integration. A further challenge for the staff would be being able to engage each pupil in their learning when they may not have experienced drought or inequality, for example and therefore cannot understand or empathise with the challenges children who do face these may have. To overcome this challenge, staff use creative ways to foster empathy and understanding, such as storytelling, role play and experimentation which can support extended learning for the children who will have the opportunity to test their theories. However, Shih (2024) argues that the curriculum should adapt to focus on the life experiences of students as this is what encourages and supports the development of the students caring for their immediate world which in turn fosters a more caring nature as they grow. 

Many settings use the outdoors and state that they are providing sustainable and eco aware activities, however just allowing play outside does not provide the children with an understanding of sustainability. Facilitating activities such as gardening, nature walks, and composting will give children the opportunity to learn about sustainable food resources, plant and animal life, for example. Extending the learning will also provide the children with opportunity to explore what interests them which further imbeds their learning. Sager (2023) states that children who foster a more sustainable attitude from an early age are often encouraged to connect with nature. Activities such as collecting weather information, is a cross-curricular activity that supports scientific, mathematic, linguistic and environmental learning which can support and inspire children to connect with the natural world while seeing real world connections in their academic subjects. 

[bookmark: _Hlk203279807]As the instigator of early education, Froebel developed his theory that is still relevant today. Froebel’s theory of hands-on, child led play, and exploration is key in the ethos of sustainability education within the early years to foster a curiosity in the natural world and develop a deep sense of responsibility to nature. Using sustainable materials and resources such as wooden blocks or recycled materials provides the opportunity to explore and create with the member of staff being able to extend the learning to ensure that curriculum guidelines are met. Ernst and Burcak (2019) argue that children have an innate resilience and curiosity and those who are encouraged to play in nature can have these revived alongside a developing love and affinity with the outdoors. Sobel (1996) argues that it is this love of nature and their environment that needs to be nurtured in children prior to sustainable responsibility being taught as there should be a natural progression to protect and preserve what is loved. Mockovčáková and Barrable (2023) agree and found in their review of literature that there are ‘demographic, dispositional, affective, familial, environmental, and experiential factors’ that nurture this connection. Pirchio et al. (2021) extended this thinking and suggests that to foster this connectedness and love of nature, an element of emotional reflection is required both in the moment and beyond. Sedawi et al. (2020) and Solano-Pinto et al. (2020) further suggest that a sense of positive wellbeing and connectedness to nature are intertwined and harbour positive future outcomes. Mockovčáková and Barrable (2023) sum up by stating that there are both internal and external factors within the individual that support connectedness to nature in children and therefore factors such as home environment and adult influences can have either a positive or negative impact on the child’s relationship with the natural world. 

As alluded to, intergenerational viewpoints can have an impact on a child’s view of sustainability. Children who have grandparents or great grandparents who have lived through hardship may advocate for sustainability without intentionally realising this using, for example phrases such as ‘mend and make do’.  Likewise, children who have parents or carers who are globally aware and role model sustainable tasks such as recycling, will have more understanding and may naturally form the same or similar habits. Hosany, Hosany and He (2022) confirm that children are influenced by role models and these can be parents, teachers or celebrities, for example who are influential in the fostering of lifetime habits and behaviours. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory underpins these views with the concept of socialisation and experience through community influencing a child’s behaviour, values and growth. 

Children are often influenced by their wider socialisations, however and with the introduction of the internet, children and young people have become much more aware of global issues and are more ethically informed with regard to sustainability. Liu, Chen and Dang (2022) found that many children and young people influence their parents to be more sustainable and environmentally aware based on their connectedness to nature and their environmental knowledge and values. This is known as reverse socialisation. Hosany (2022) states that ‘getting children involved in sustainability wherever they live will encourage environmental practices that will feed back to their families, helping to create green traditions that can hopefully last a lifetime.’ Sihvonen et. al. (2024) agree and found that children who were learning about sustainability in a practical, child-led way influence sustainability habits in their home environment. However, Ginsburg and Audley (2020) state that there are barriers to children becoming more sustainable with many settings only re-using containers and recycling due to curriculum and time constraints which, they feel does not foster meaningful sustainable education for children whereby they would not be able to influence practices at home. 

In conclusion, there are many influences that affect, and influence sustainability and it is everyone’s responsibility as global citizens to foster positive interactions with the world. As stated, starting with early years education and allowing children to explore in the outside and discover what sustainability means to them will encourage more meaningful, globally aware citizens of the future who are also able to influence their own environments and those around them to make positive changes from a young age. 
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