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Literature Review

Introduction

Environmental sustainability has become a critical focus in early childhood education as educators and policymakers recognize the importance of fostering sustainable values and practices from a young age (Somerville & Williams, 2015; Dreamson & Young Kim, 2022; Norðdahl, 2020). Early childhood is a formative period during which children develop attitudes, values, and behaviours that can significantly shape their future relationship with the environment (Speldewinde, 2023) This literature review compares environmental sustainability practices in early years education across three different contexts: a Waldorf kindergarten in an affluent area of Germany, a Christian mission reception class in Africa, and a nursery unit of a Welsh primary school. The review explores how cultural, socioeconomic, and philosophical influences shape sustainability education in these settings and discusses how different pedagogical approaches can support young children’s understanding of and engagement with sustainability.

Global Trends in Sustainability Education in Early Childhood Settings

The integration of environmental sustainability into Early Childhood Education (ECE) settings has gained momentum globally, with varying degrees of emphasis depending on national priorities and educational frameworks. A significant driver of this trend is the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4.7, which calls for the inclusion of education for sustainable development (ESD) in national education systems (UNESCO, 2017). In response, many countries have developed policies and programs to embed sustainability into their ECE curricula.

The Concept of Environmental Sustainability in Early Childhood Education

The definition and implementation of environmental sustainability in early childhood education can vary widely depending on cultural, educational, and philosophical contexts (Hedefalk, Almqvist, & Östman, 2015). Broadly, environmental sustainability in early childhood education involves educating children about the natural environment and promoting behaviours that support environmental stewardship, such as recycling, conserving resources, and respecting biodiversity (Elliott, & Young, 2016; Elliott, Ärlemalm-Hagsér, & Davis, 2020; Edwards, 2016). Research suggests that early childhood education settings play a vital role in developing children’s environmental consciousness by integrating sustainability concepts into their curricula and daily routines (Siraj-Blatchford, Samuelsson, & Lenglet, 2011; Engdahl, 2009).

A review of the literature reveals that sustainability education can be approached through various pedagogical frameworks. The Waldorf approach, for example, emphasizes experiential learning, holistic development, and a deep connection to nature (Cook, 2019; Aljabreen, 2020; Omidvar, 2019). In contrast, the Christian mission setting in Africa may frame sustainability within a moral and theological context, promoting the idea of stewardship as a responsibility bestowed by a higher power (Mo, Zhao, & Tang, 2023; Moyer, Sinclair, & Diduck, 2014; Leal Filho,2021). The Welsh primary school’s nursery unit, being part of the Eco-Schools program, employs a structured approach to sustainability education, with specific goals and activities that involve the entire school community (Speldewinde, 2023).

Environmental Sustainability in Waldorf Kindergartens

The Waldorf educational philosophy, founded by Rudolf Steiner, emphasizes the development of the whole child—cognitively, emotionally, and physically—through engagement with nature and creative activities (Aljabreen, 2020). Waldorf kindergartens are typically situated in natural environments and incorporate outdoor activities as a core component of their curriculum. Research indicates that Waldorf settings prioritize environmental sustainability by fostering children’s innate sense of wonder and appreciation for the natural world (Daskolia & Koukouzeli, 2023). For instance, gardening, nature walks, and the use of natural materials in play are common practices in Waldorf kindergartens (Andreou, 2020; Aljabreen, 2020).

In an affluent area of Germany, a Waldorf kindergarten is likely to have access to well-maintained natural spaces and resources, enabling teachers to implement sustainability practices effectively. Studies suggest that such settings often include structured activities that promote environmental awareness, such as recycling programs and sustainable food practices (Daskolia & Koukouzeli, 2023). The Waldorf curriculum also integrates seasonal festivals and storytelling that emphasize the cycles of nature, thereby deepening children’s understanding of ecological processes (Omidvar et al, 2019; Aljabreen, 2020). This approach contrasts with the more structured and goal-oriented sustainability education typically seen in other early childhood settings, such as the Welsh primary school’s nursery unit.

Environmental Sustainability in Christian Mission Reception Classes

In contrast to the Waldorf approach, which is primarily secular, the Christian mission reception class in Africa may frame environmental sustainability within a religious and moral context. Environmental stewardship is often viewed as a religious duty, with children being taught to care for the environment as part of their service to God (Altmeyer, 2021). Research shows that Christian mission schools in Africa typically integrate sustainability concepts into their curriculum by linking them to biblical teachings on stewardship and responsibility (Kvamme, 2017). This moral framing can be a powerful motivator for both children and educators to engage in sustainable practices, despite the limited material resources that such settings often face (Altmeyer, 2021).

Due to resource constraints, sustainability practices in these settings may focus on using and reusing available materials, conserving water, and promoting communal efforts to maintain the local environment. Mo, Zhao, & Tang, (2023) notes that mission schools often engage children in activities such as planting trees, maintaining school gardens, and learning about the impacts of deforestation and soil erosion. Although these practices are influenced by local needs and limitations, they reflect a broader commitment to sustainability that is deeply rooted in the community’s cultural and religious values (Oteng-Abayie et al, 2022)

Environmental Sustainability in Welsh Nursery Units

The nursery unit of a Welsh primary school is likely to follow a more structured approach to environmental sustainability, particularly if the school is part of the Eco-Schools program (Keep Britain Tidy, 2024). The Eco-Schools initiative is an international program that provides a framework for schools to incorporate sustainability into their curriculum and daily operations (Speldewinde, 2023). Research suggests that Eco-Schools (Keep Britain Tidy, 2024) in Wales typically adopt a whole-school approach, where sustainability is integrated into various aspects of school life, including the curriculum, management practices, and community engagement (Elliott, & Young, 2016; Andreou, 2020).

The nursery unit’s approach to sustainability might include activities such as recycling, energy conservation, and participation in environmental campaigns. Unlike the Waldorf kindergarten’s emphasis on experiential learning and the Christian mission’s focus on moral stewardship, the Welsh nursery unit adopts a more systematic approach, with measurable goals and outcomes (Speldewinde, 2023). This structured framework helps to create a cohesive sustainability culture within the school, although it may lack the deep personal connection to nature that the Waldorf approach promotes.

Comparative Analysis of the Three Settings

The three early years settings reflect different interpretations of and approaches to environmental sustainability, shaped by their distinct cultural, educational, and socioeconomic contexts. The Waldorf kindergarten’s approach is characterized by an emphasis on nature immersion and holistic development, facilitated by access to abundant resources in an affluent environment. In contrast, the Christian mission reception class in Africa adopts a more pragmatic approach, focusing on sustainable use of limited resources and linking sustainability practices to religious teachings. The Welsh nursery unit, as part of a state-supported primary school, follows a structured and systematic approach to sustainability, guided by the Eco-Schools framework (Keep Britain Tidy, 2024).
A key similarity across the three settings is the integration of sustainability into daily practices and the curriculum, albeit in different forms. While the Waldorf kindergarten prioritizes child-led, experiential learning, the Christian mission class emphasizes moral responsibility, and the Welsh nursery unit adopts a goal-oriented, policy-driven approach. These differences highlight how environmental sustainability in early childhood education is not a one-size-fits-all concept, but rather a flexible and context-dependent practice that must be adapted to local needs and values (Somerville & Williams, 2015).


This literature review has explored the varied approaches to environmental sustainability in early years education across three distinct settings: a Waldorf kindergarten in Germany, a Christian mission reception class in Africa, and a nursery unit in a Welsh primary school. The review highlights the influence of cultural, philosophical, and socioeconomic factors on how sustainability is understood and implemented in these contexts. Understanding these differences is crucial for developing effective sustainability education practices that are sensitive to the unique needs and values of each educational setting, necessitating further study.

Methodology

This study aims to investigate environmental sustainability practices in early childhood education by comparing three distinct educational settings: a Waldorf kindergarten in an affluent area of Germany, a Christian mission reception class in Africa, and a nursery unit in a Welsh primary school. The study’s primary objective is to explore how these settings interpret and implement sustainability principles within their early years’ curriculum and daily practices. A qualitative case study approach (Yin, 2016), using multiple data collection methods such as participant observations, semi-structured interviews, and document analysis, will be employed to gain a holistic understanding of sustainability practices in these varied contexts; with qualitative methods providing more understanding of the nuances of such a comprehensive subject as sustainability, that would not be achievable through quantitative methods (Denzin, Lincoln, Giardina, & Cannella, 2023).
This research adopts a comparative case study design, as it enables the exploration of complex phenomena (observable events and happenings) across different contexts (Agazu et al, 2022, Tanious & Onghena, 2021). A case study design is appropriate for this research because it allows for an in-depth examination of how sustainability is integrated into early years education within each setting and how contextual factors shape these practices (Tarnoki & Puentes, 2019). The study utilizes an interpretivist paradigm, which focuses on understanding the meanings and interpretations that participants attribute to their experiences (Aguzu et al, 2022). The interpretivist approach aligns with the study’s aim of exploring how teachers, administrators, and parents conceptualize and practice environmental sustainability in early childhood education. Each method is selected for its capacity to generate rich, context-specific data, which will facilitate cross-case comparisons.


The research questions guiding this study are:

	1.	How is environmental sustainability conceptualized and implemented in each of the three early childhood education settings?
	2.	What are the similarities and differences in sustainability practices across the three settings?
	3.	How do cultural, socioeconomic, and educational contexts influence the integration of sustainability in early childhood education?


Three cases are purposefully selected (Palinkas et al, 2015) to represent diverse geographical, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts:
A Waldorf Kindergarten in Germany, located in an affluent urban area of Germany. This kindergarten follows the Waldorf educational philosophy, which emphasizes nature-based learning, holistic child development, and environmental stewardship (Tyson, 2024). The kindergarten has ample resources and access to outdoor learning spaces, and environmental sustainability is integrated as a core component of its curriculum.
A Christian Mission Reception Class in Africa, situated in a rural area of sub-Saharan Africa. This reception class is part of a Christian mission school that serves underprivileged children. The class’s sustainability practices are influenced by both limited resources and religious values that emphasize stewardship of the environment as part of God’s creation (Ives, et al. 2024).
A nursery unit in a Welsh primary school. This nursery unit is part of a rural Welsh primary school involved in the Eco-Schools program (Keep Britain Tidy, 2024), which promotes environmental awareness and sustainable practices through a whole-school approach (Elliott, & Arlemalm-Hagser, & Davies, 2020). The unit integrates sustainability education through various activities, including recycling programs and outdoor learning initiatives.
These cases were chosen to provide a rich comparative analysis of how environmental
sustainability is understood and implemented in early years education across different
contexts, highlighting the influence of educational philosophy, religious values, and
governmental policies.

Data Collection Methods

Observations

Non-participant observations are conducted in each of the three settings to capture the day-to-day practices related to environmental sustainability. This method allows the researcher to gain first-hand insights into how sustainability is embedded in the classroom environment, routines, and interactions between educators and children. In the Waldorf kindergarten, observations focus on outdoor learning activities, the use of natural materials in the classroom, and sustainability-related projects such as gardening or recycling. Waldorf education promotes experiential learning, with a strong emphasis on connecting children to nature (Daskolia & Koukouzeli, 2023).  Observing these practices will provide insights into how sustainability is integrated into the Waldorf philosophy. In the Christian mission reception class, observations focus on how religious teachings influence sustainability practices. For example, stewardship of the environment may be reflected in lessons, prayers, or resource conservation efforts (Onyango, 2022; Kohrsen, Blanc & Huber, 2023; Nche, 2020; Ives et al, 2024) Observing the ways in which sustainability is framed within this faith-based context will provide a unique perspective on how environmental education is adapted to cultural and religious values. In the Welsh nursery, the focus is on outdoor learning environments and activities that align with the Foundation Phase Framework, which encourages sustainability through play-based, experiential learning (Welsh Government, 2024). Observations will include outdoor activities such as nature walks, gardening, and waste management practices in the classroom. Non-participant observation enables the researcher to observe without influencing the activities or interactions, ensuring that the data collected reflects the natural flow of each educational setting (Simons, 2014; Leavy, 2020; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018).

Document Analysis

[bookmark: _Hlk180053527]Document analysis involves reviewing official documents, curricula, and policy frameworks that guide environmental sustainability in each setting (Morgan, 2022). This method helps to uncover the institutional and philosophical foundations that underpin sustainability practices, providing a deeper understanding of how sustainability is formally integrated into early childhood education. In the Waldorf kindergarten, the researcher will examine curriculum documents, school policies, and teacher handbooks that emphasize nature-based learning and sustainability. Waldorf education places a strong emphasis on environmental consciousness, which is often reflected in both written and unwritten guidelines (Daskolia & Koukouzeli, 2023; Tyson, 2024).  In the Christian mission school, religious texts, lesson plans, and policy documents will be analysed to explore how Christian teachings influence sustainability education. Document analysis will focus on understanding how religious values shape the curriculum and how sustainability is framed within this context (Onyango, 2022; Kohrsen, Blanc & Huber, 2023; Nche, 2020; Ives et al, 2024). In the Welsh nursery, the researcher will review documents such as the Foundation Phase Framework (Welsh Government, 2024), school policies, and lesson plans to understand how national policies on sustainability are translated into early years education. The analysis will focus on identifying key sustainability goals and how they are reflected in daily practices. Document analysis provides a broader institutional context for the observations and interviews, allowing the researcher to triangulate findings from different data sources (Bowen, 2009; Cardno, 2018).

 Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews (Brinkmann, 2022) will be conducted with educators, administrators, and parents at each of the three settings. This method is well-suited to exploring participants’ views and experiences of environmental sustainability in early childhood education, offering flexibility to probe deeper into specific areas of interest while maintaining a consistent set of core questions (Kallio et al., 2016).  Interviews with educators will focus on their understanding of sustainability, how it is incorporated into their teaching, and the challenges they face in implementing sustainability practices. For example, educators in the Waldorf kindergarten may emphasize the importance of nature-based learning, while those in the Christian mission school may highlight the role of religious teachings in promoting environmental stewardship. Interviews with administrators will explore how sustainability policies are developed and implemented at the institutional level. Administrators in the Welsh nursery, for example, may discuss how national policies like the Foundation Phase Framework influence their school’s approach to sustainability. In each setting, one or two parents will be interviewed to gain insights into their perceptions of sustainability education and its importance for their children. Parent interviews will help to understand how sustainability is perceived and valued by families, particularly in different cultural and socio-economic contexts. Interviews will be conducted in person where possible, or via video calls if necessary. Each interview will last approximately 45-60 minutes and will be recorded and transcribed for analysis. Semi-structured interviews, using primarily open-ended questions allow for the collection of in-depth, context-specific data while maintaining flexibility to explore unexpected themes that may emerge during the interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

 Visual Methods

Visual methods involve the use of photographs and videos to document the physical environments, learning materials, and sustainability-related activities in each setting. Visual methods complement the other data collection techniques by providing a tangible representation of sustainability practices, particularly those that may not be easily captured through words alone (Clark, 2017). In the Waldorf kindergarten, photographs will document the use of natural materials, outdoor play areas, and sustainability projects such as gardening. Visual methods will capture how the physical environment reflects the Waldorf philosophy of sustainability. In the Christian mission school, photographs will focus on classroom settings, resource conservation practices, and the integration of environmental teachings into religious activities. Visual data will help illustrate how sustainability is practiced in a resource-constrained, faith-based context (Onyango, 2022; Kohrsen, Blanc & Huber, 2023; Nche, 2020; Ives et al, 2024).  In the Welsh nursery, visual methods will document outdoor learning spaces, recycling initiatives, and children’s participation in sustainability activities such as gardening or waste management. The images will help to show how the Foundation Phase Framework’s emphasis on sustainability is enacted in practice (Welsh Government, 2024). Visual methods are particularly useful in early childhood education research, as they provide a direct way to observe the learning environments and activities that contribute to children’s understanding of sustainability (Clark, 2017).

Trustworthiness and Rigor

To ensure the trustworthiness and rigor of the research, the study adheres to the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Cohen et al, 2018). Credibility is established through prolonged engagement in each setting, member checking with participants to verify interpretations, and triangulation of data sources. Transferability is facilitated by providing thick descriptions of the contexts and settings, enabling readers to determine the applicability of findings to other contexts. Dependability is achieved through a detailed account of the research process, and confirmability is supported by maintaining a paper trail that documents the researcher’s decisions, reflections, and potential biases due to either the Halo or Hawthorne effects. (Bolshaw & Josephidou, 2019). 

Limitations

The study’s findings are limited by its focus on only three cases, which may not be representative of all early childhood settings globally. Language barriers and cultural differences may also pose challenges, particularly in the African setting. To address these limitations, the researcher needs to collaborate with local interpreters during data collection and analysis. Additionally, the study’s comparative nature may limit the depth of exploration within each case, as the focus is on cross-case comparisons rather than an exhaustive analysis of individual settings.






Ethical Considerations


Conducting research on environmental sustainability in early childhood education across diverse cultural and socioeconomic contexts, such as a Waldorf kindergarten in an affluent area of Germany, a Christian mission reception class in Africa, and a nursery unit of a Welsh primary school, necessitates careful consideration of ethical issues. Each of these settings presents unique ethical challenges, influenced by the distinct values, expectations, and power dynamics present within each community (Mertens, 2024). Researchers must navigate issues such as informed consent, confidentiality, cultural sensitivity, and power imbalances, while ensuring that the research process and outcomes ensure beneficence and maleficence for all stakeholders involved, especially given the study is working with vulnerable young children (BERA, 2024; University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2022). This section discusses these ethical considerations in the context of the selected research methods, focusing on how to maintain respect, fairness, and integrity in each educational setting.

Informed Consent and Assent

Securing informed consent is a fundamental ethical principle in any research involving human participants. In early childhood settings, obtaining consent is particularly complex due to the involvement of young children who may not fully understand the research process (Lambert, 2019).  For this study, informed consent must be obtained from multiple stakeholders, including parents or guardians, educators, and school administrators, while assent must be sought from the child participants themselves. The principle of informed consent requires that all participants are fully informed about the purpose, methods, and potential implications of the research, and that they voluntarily agree to participate without coercion (BERA, 2024).
In the Waldorf kindergarten in Germany, informed consent may involve detailed discussions with parents and educators to explain how the research aligns with the school’s holistic educational philosophy, which emphasizes child well-being and development. Given the high level of parental involvement and the emphasis on transparency in Waldorf settings (Wilson, 2012: Knight, 2024: Taplin 2024), it is essential to communicate how the study’s findings will be used to promote sustainability within the school and beyond.

In the Christian mission reception class in Africa, language barriers, literacy levels, and cultural differences may complicate the process of obtaining informed consent (Muragijimana, Ntakirutimana, & Khan, 2024). The researcher must work closely with local interpreters and community leaders to ensure that consent is obtained in a culturally appropriate manner. Special care should be taken to avoid any form of coercion, particularly in contexts where there may be implicit power dynamics between the researcher and participants (Pence & Pence, 2015). Additionally, the researcher should be mindful of how religious beliefs influence the community’s perception of research and environmental sustainability, ensuring that consent is not sought in ways that could be perceived as disrespectful or intrusive.
In the Welsh primary school’s nursery unit, the researcher must adhere to institutional and governmental policies that govern research in educational settings (BERA, 2024). This may involve obtaining approval from school boards or local education authorities. Furthermore, the use of child-friendly language and visual aids can help to ensure that young children understand the research process and can give their assent in a meaningful way (Dockett, Einarsdottir & Perry, 2009: Dockett & Perry, 2011; Stokes, 2020).

Confidentiality and Anonymity

Maintaining the confidentiality and anonymity of participants is another crucial ethical consideration, particularly when conducting research with children (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2018). In each of the three settings, researchers must ensure that participants’ identities are protected, and that any information shared is used solely for the purpose of the research.
In the Waldorf kindergarten in Germany, maintaining confidentiality is relatively straightforward due to the small class sizes and the typically close-knit nature of the school community. However, special care must be taken to anonymize any identifying information in the research findings, as participants from affluent backgrounds may have concerns about privacy and data security (Aljabreen, 2020).
In the Christian mission reception class in Africa, confidentiality may be more challenging due to the limited resources available for data storage and the need for local assistance with data collection and translation. Researchers should ensure that all data is securely stored, and that confidentiality is maintained throughout the research process, even when working with local collaborators (Muragijimana, Ntakirutimana & Khan, 2024). This includes training local assistants on data privacy and securing written agreements that outline their responsibilities regarding confidentiality.
In the Welsh primary school, researchers must comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and other relevant legislation governing data protection in educational research (European Commission, 2021). This includes obtaining specific consent for any photographs or audio-visual recordings and ensuring that any published data is fully anonymised.

Cultural Sensitivity and Respect for Local Values

Given the diversity of the three research settings, cultural sensitivity is essential. Researchers must be aware of and respect the cultural norms, values, and educational philosophies of each context. Failure to do so can lead to misunderstandings, mistrust, and potentially harm the communities involved (Mertens, 2024).
In the Waldorf kindergarten, the emphasis on nature-based learning and holistic development should guide how the researcher engages with participants and interprets their responses. For example, the Waldorf philosophy’s unique approach to early childhood education may differ significantly from mainstream educational practices, and researchers should avoid imposing their own cultural or educational biases on the study (Wilson, 2012: Knight, 2024: Taplin 2024).
In the Christian mission reception class, the researcher must be mindful of how religious beliefs influence perceptions of sustainability and environmental stewardship. Christian mission schools often frame sustainability within a moral and theological context, viewing it as a divine responsibility rather than a purely secular concern (Muragijimana, Ntakirutimana & Khan, 2024). The researcher should respect this perspective and avoid using language or concepts that may conflict with local values or beliefs (Pence & Pence, 2015; Ndizera, Ngarambe & Ntakirutimana, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk180336780]In the Welsh primary school, cultural sensitivity involves understanding the local community’s attitudes toward sustainability and education. Wales has a strong tradition of environmental awareness, and many schools participate in programs such as Eco-Schools (Keep Britain Tidy, 2024) that promote sustainability as part of the curriculum (Ärlemalm‐Hagsér & Elliott, 2017) The researcher should approach the study with an appreciation for this existing commitment to sustainability and collaborate with educators to build on current practices rather than impose new ideas.

Power Dynamics and Researcher Reflexivity

Power dynamics are an inherent part of research, particularly when working with children or in communities with limited resources (Cohen, Manion & Morris, 2018). Researchers must be aware of their own position and the potential influence they have over participants. This is especially important when conducting research in the Christian mission reception class, where the researcher’s status as an outsider and potential perceptions of authority could affect participants’ responses and willingness to engage (Pence & Pence, 2015).
Researcher reflexivity is a key strategy for addressing power imbalances. Reflexivity involves critically reflecting on one’s own beliefs, values, and assumptions and how these might impact the research process (Berger, 2015). In the Waldorf kindergarten, the researcher should consider how their own educational background and views on sustainability might differ from those of the Waldorf community and strive to remain open to different perspectives. Similarly, in the Welsh primary school, the researcher should be mindful of how their role as a researcher could influence interactions with teachers and administrators who are accustomed to working within specific educational policies and frameworks (Ärlemalm‐Hagsér & Elliott, 2017).

Ethical Risks to the Researcher

Researchers undertaking a cross-national study on environmental sustainability in early years education face ethical risks, particularly around cultural competence and safety. Conducting research in multiple countries requires the researcher to be aware of the cultural norms and values of each context to avoid causing harm or disrespect (Ratner, 2012). Failure to adequately prepare for cultural differences may result in misunderstandings or misinterpretations of data, as well as unintended offenses to local communities.
Additionally, researchers may be exposed to personal risk, especially in countries with political instability or stringent governmental controls over research activities. In resource-limited environments, where infrastructure may be lacking, the researcher’s health and safety could be compromised. Ethical considerations must extend to ensuring that researchers are trained in the local context, including navigating any socio-political challenges that may arise (Punch, 2016).

Ethical Risks to Participants

The primary ethical concern in any study is the well-being and rights of the participants. For a study involving young children in early years settings, there are heightened ethical responsibilities to protect vulnerable participants from harm. Researchers must ensure that children’s participation is voluntary and based on fully informed consent, which must be obtained from parents or guardians due to the children’s age (Foster et al, 2023; Adami, Kaldal & Aspán, 2023; Brown & Perkins, 2019) Informed consent processes must be culturally sensitive and adapted to each country’s context, considering factors such as language barriers and differing parental expectations regarding research participation.
There is also a risk that the research could unintentionally exploit or disadvantage children from resource-limited environments. For example, a study focusing on environmental sustainability may expose inequalities in access to educational resources or sustainable practices across different countries, potentially stigmatizing participants from low-income settings (Blair & Raver, 2016). Researchers must take care to present findings in a way that does not reinforce stereotypes or exacerbate disparities.
Furthermore, issues of privacy and confidentiality are critical. Participants’ identities, particularly those of children, must be protected, and data handling processes should comply with local and international data protection laws such as GDPR in the European Union (UK Research & Innovation (UKRI), 2018; Information Commissioner’s Office (ico), n.d.)  Failure to protect participants’ personal information could result in harm to their reputation or future opportunities.





Ethical Risks to the University

Universities that sponsor and oversee research projects are responsible for ensuring that studies are conducted ethically and in compliance with legal standards across different countries. Ethical risks to universities may include reputational damage, legal liability, and the potential for harm to international partnerships. Universities must ensure that researchers are adequately prepared to navigate the ethical complexities of cross-national studies, providing training on cultural sensitivity, child protection, and data handling.
Reputational risk arises when studies conducted under a university’s name result in ethical breaches or controversies. For instance, if a researcher fails to obtain proper informed consent from participants or if the study results in harm to a community, the university could face public backlash, impacting its standing in the global academic community (Israel, 2014; Drydyk, 2018). 
Universities must also navigate legal risks associated with conducting research in multiple countries. Compliance with local ethical standards and regulations, such as institutional review board (IRB) requirements and child protection laws, is critical. Missteps in this area could lead to legal consequences for the university, particularly if research activities contravene local laws or international ethical guidelines (Leavy, 2020; Bolshaw & Josephidou, 2019). To mitigate these risks, universities should establish clear protocols for international research, ensuring that ethical approval processes are thorough and adapted to the specific contexts and countries in which the research is conducted.

Risk Mitigation Strategies

To minimize the ethical risks associated with cross-national research on environmental sustainability in early years education, several strategies can be employed. First, thorough training on cultural appropriateness and ethical research practices should be provided to researchers, particularly those working in unfamiliar contexts (Punch, 2016). Researchers must also engage with local communities and relevant parties to ensure that the research design is culturally appropriate and respects local values (Ratner, 2012).
Informed consent procedures should be carefully designed to accommodate the specific legal and cultural requirements of each country involved in the study. Consent forms should be translated into local languages, and researchers should take the time to explain the study’s purpose and procedures to participants and their guardians in an accessible manner (Foster et al., 2023; Adami, Kaldal & Aspán, 2023; Brown & Perkins, 2019). Additionally, universities must ensure that robust data protection protocols are in place to safeguard participants’ privacy and comply with local regulations. (Israel, 2014; Drydyk, 2018).

Ethical Approval and Compliance

Before commencing the research, ethical approval must be obtained from relevant institutional review boards (IRBs) or ethics committees, here at Trinity St David, from the UWTSD ethics board/committee (University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), 2022)  In addition to adhering to the ethical guidelines set forth by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024), the researcher must comply with any local regulations and policies that govern research in each setting. For the Christian mission reception class in Africa, this might involve seeking approval from local community leaders or church authorities, while in the Waldorf kindergarten and Welsh primary school, approval from school boards or educational authorities may be required.



Conclusion

Conducting research on environmental sustainability in early childhood education across diverse contexts presents numerous ethical challenges that must be carefully navigated to ensure the respect, dignity, and well-being of all participants. By adhering to principles of informed consent, confidentiality, cultural sensitivity, and reflection, and to seek to minimize risks and maximize benefits; in addition to implementing robust risk mitigation strategies, universities and researchers can conduct cross-national studies that uphold ethical principles and contribute to a deeper understanding of sustainability education across diverse contexts and nations.
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