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The opportunities and challenges of integrating education for sustainable development into early years practice with links to Wales and Sweden.
Monica Casley
What is education for sustainable development and global citizenship?
Education for sustainable development and global citizenship (ESDGC) aims to educate young learners on the consequences that their actions may affect the people around them, the environment and the economy.  The ESDGC covers seven key issues, covering ‘the natural environment, consumption and waste, climate change, wealth and poverty, identity and culture, choices and decisions and health’ (Welsh Government, 2017). These themes aim to inform children on gaining respect for all living creatures and cultures, to understand what it is to live a healthy lifestyle, learning what it is to save energy and the economic impacts of discrimination (Welsh Government, 2017). 
[image: Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory diagram]The National Health Service (NHS) introduced a free healthy lifestyle scheme for children and families called Change4Life. Change4Life launched in 2010 and has inspired four million families to change their lifestyles by incorporating exercise and altering their diets to a healthier approach. The scheme offers free activity plans, healthy meals and facts about food. Change4Life aims to encourage people to reduce the amount of salt they consume, eat five pieces of fruit and vegetables a day, find alternatives for sugary treats and to get active for at least an hour a day (Change4Life, no date).  Change4Life does not only encourage children but also their parents and wider families. The website also encourages adults to reduce the amount of alcoholic beverages they consume (Change4Life, no date). Bronfenbrenner developed an ecological system theory, as seen in the picture, where he believed children’s development is influenced by the environment around them. The first of his five sections is the immediate environment known as microsystem. (Curtis and O’Hagan, 2003). This is where the family would fit in. If the family follow a healthy lifestyle, this should influence the children’s behaviour. (Source: Care force, No date)

The ESDGC has recently been decided by the Welsh Government to be embedded within all educational settings from early years to secondary (Boyd et al, 2018). The embedment of ESDGC within the curriculum places sustainability at the forefront and is seen within key stage two and three through the Global Learning Programme Wales. The programme came into play in 2014 when an ESDGC Estyn report claimed that several suggestions must be made in order to include the ESDGC into Mathematic and English lesson (Global learning Programme Wales, 2017). Tinney and Hirst (2018) explain the importance of incorporating sustainable development into the curriculum and not in isolation. This is supported by the Department for Education and Skills (2015) by expressing that sustainability is taught across all aspects of the framework. In order for practitioners to provide sustainable education within early years settings, they must have a clear, profound perception of the topic in order to provide high quality education (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). Davis (1998: 146) supports this by stating ‘the environmentally educated teacher is critical in transforming attitudes, values and actions that lead towards sustainable social and environmental relationships.’ On the other hand, an article was published in 2009 in the journal of ‘Environmental Education Research’ highlighted the lack of literature explaining the importance of sustainable education within the early years. Davis (2009: 7) states ‘nevertheless, while this growing interest is commended, research in early childhood education for sustainability is almost non-existent.’ Practitioners may argue that it is difficult to become educated on sustainability with such a lack of relevant resources available to use. 
Sustainable development in Wales
Sustainability has been the centre of the Welsh government’s policies. In 1999, Wales developed a National Assembly where one of its first responsibilities was to encourage sustainability throughout the country and intend on including this issue throughout all verdicts. In 2015, a new Welsh law was passed known as The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 which outlines a range of goals they aim to achieve (WWF, no date). The Act encourages people to consider how their actions and choices may affect the environment long term and the economic well-being. This is especially significant for early years because, as previously stated; Bronfenbrenner believes the environment is a main influence towards children’s development (Curtis and O’Hagan, 2003). Teachers are also influencers to the microsystem section. Davis (1998) states in the article titled ‘Young Children, environmental education and the future’ the attitudes early years practitioners hold towards sustainable education and the environment is important because they inspire and share knowledge on the world and demonstrate ways in which they can protect it from a young age. The article explains how student teachers have a deep interest in the sustainability topic; however practitioners often opt for a safer way to educate children to avoid health and safety speculations. Moreover, Davis conducted this research eighteen years ago and it may be viewed as out of date and irrelevant to today’s practice. The article also mentions practices in Australia throughout, which has no relevance to the Welsh Curriculum. 
The Act outlines seven goals they work to achieve including ‘a prosperous Wales, a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales, an equal Wales and globally responsible Wales, a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language and a Wales of cohesive communities’ as explained in the nearby picture (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2017). A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language [image: ]encourages the Welsh language and culture throughout the country. A Living Language is a language scheme created by the Welsh government in order to promote bilingualism in Wales. Their aims include raising people’s self-confidence when using the Welsh language in order to increase the number of people who speak Welsh and allow more opportunities to use it (Welsh Government, 2012). Wales’ target is one million Welsh speakers by 2050; the number in 2015 stood at 356,300 (Welsh Government, 2015). However, it is believed that these numbers are dropping by 3,000 a year (BBC, 2016). (Source: Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2017)

One way in which Wales promotes the Welsh language within early years’ education is through the Foundation Phase’s curriculum of Welsh Development. The framework incorporates oracy, reading and writing in order to promote bilingualism within both English medium and Welsh schools (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008). However, it is believed that weekly lessons are not effective and are too limited for children to learn a language (Lewis, no date). A research project was conducted by Professor Scully on the Welsh Language and people’s attitudes towards it. The results showed that 53% of participants agreed that there needed to be more done in order to save the Welsh language (Scully, 2016). Although the Welsh language is taught during the early years, only 22% of teenagers carry on with the Welsh language as part of their education when sitting their GCSEs (Tinsley and Board, 2015). 
The Act outlines five ways of working to improve the sustainable development of Wales, consisting of ‘long term, integration, involvement, collaboration and prevention’ (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2017). This includes the corresponding short term and long term needs, getting individuals involved, working together, and meeting well-being goals (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2017).  However, although Wales has set into action the Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015, the Welsh government have cautioned that Wales will not reach their goal by 2020 of reducing greenhouse gases by 40%. This may be due to the large amount of farming industry throughout the country (Messenger, 2017). 
Sustainable development in Sweden
Sweden is considered to be the most sustainable country in the world, reducing the amount of energy used, emissions and practicing their environmental policies. One example of Sweden’s effective sustainability is changing household heating from oil to district heating. This scheme was introduced in the 1990’s in order to condense the amount of greenhouse gases the country produced. This energy is recycled and heats 80% of Swedish buildings (Swedish Institute, 2017). Sweden also promotes sustainable living through urban gardening. This scheme involves the communities growing fruits and vegetables within little patches of available garden. 25,000 Swedes currently take part in the organisation (Swedish Institute, 2017). Growing fruits and vegetables has a range of health benefits, not just sustainability. When eating home grown food, a person is able to decide on which pesticides and other fertilizers are used on their food. Foods that are picked closer to the day of consumption often contain more nutrients than store bought vegetables that have been picked a few days before, and there are no emissions from the transportation of the food to the dinner table (Godman, 2012).
Froebel’s kindergarten translates to ‘children’s garden’ as he believed there were many benefits to children working within the outdoor environment with adults, especially on their well-being and spiritual development (Wilson, 2012). Froebel believed that creativity is developed and expressed through the outdoors. Sweden has adopted this approach vastly with their forest schools. Forest schools’ main aims are the holistic development of children and their knowledge, relationship and understanding of the natural world through play and first hand experiences. Similarly to the Foundation Phase, Swedish education emphasises the importance of children’s learning through play (Swedish Institute, 2017). Instead of looking at risks as a dangerous situation, this scheme views the risks as opportunities for learning and gaining skills. A typical lesson would include growing plants and vegetation, learning to build shelters and fire, and using tools (Sandell et al., 2003). Davis (1998: 147) explains ‘the environment encourages learners to understand how natural systems work, to appreciate their complexity, and to understand these and human systems interact.’ By allowing children to gain these skills, they become independent individuals from a young age. The outdoors allows opportunities to express emotions, develop gross and fine motor skills, use their imagination and interact with other children and adults (Drake, 2003). Although it may seem that Sweden’s educational outlook is beneficial, it only appears to work for early years’ education and is not continued throughout higher grades. Due to heavier workloads and busier schedules, teachers are struggling to incorporate the environment into their lesson plans, even though the national curriculum states that teachers mandate outdoor recreation (McGurk, 2015). This leads to the question, if outdoor education is beneficial in every aspect of development, why is it only the focus of early years and not followed through the education grades? 
Sweden has inspired multiple countries across the world with their outdoor education approach, including the United Kingdom. The Forest School Association aims to promote this scheme through British schemes by offering relevant training for practitioners from level one to three (Forest school association, no date). Davis (1998: 149) believes that ‘early childhood education needs teachers with environmental perspectives, who help them learn to act collaboratively to be caretakers and protectors of the earth and of each other.’ This links with Cottle and Alexander (2012) who also express the importance of skilled practitioners to develop children’s education. By offering relevant training, practitioners will be educated to a standard in order to develop enough confidence to share their knowledge in an educational setting. 
Forest School Association developed their own six principles for effective practice. The first principle explains how the forest school is a long term course and should take place at least every two weeks (Forest Schools Association, no date). Although this may seem effective, some may argue that only one lesson fortnightly is not enough to see results. Previously stated, Tinney and Hirst (2018) and the Department for Education and Skills (2015) explain the importance of incorporating sustainable development into the curriculum across all aspect and not in isolation. However, one lesson outdoors every fourteen days is not incorporating sustainability across every aspect of the curriculum. This may be because practitioners are still not fully trusting of children within the outdoor environment. Tinney and Hirst (2018:110) explains there is a ‘misconception that young children are unable to deal with abstract issues, and that efforts to encourage children’s interaction with nature have not made connections with respecting the environment.’ Although practitioners are trusting children more by allowing them fortnightly lessons in the outdoors, it is not replicating that of a Swedish curriculum and demonstrating what Froebel’s theory are all about. 
The opportunities and challenges of outdoor education within Wales and Sweden
Wales has adopted the approaches of Swedish curriculum more and more each year with research expressing the importance of children being exposed to the outdoors for the benefit of their holistic development. The Wildlife Trust (no date) exclaims that ‘children are happier and healthier when they're closer to nature.’ In 2011, Nairn conducted research to discover why British children’s well-being was ranked lower in a UNICEF report, than those of children living in Sweden, who were ranked top of the table of well-being. When interviewing 250 participants from both countries, the children stated that being outdoors with loved ones, playing sport and being creative was one aspect that they loved to spend their time doing. The research found that both nationalities agreed that ‘a good day’ was when they were able to play outdoors and be active, whereas ‘a bad day’ included having to stay inside (Nairn, 2011). Children showed they were much happier within their outdoor environments rather than playing with technology. 
Even though this was the outcome, the use of technology seems to be drastically rising within early years educational settings. Classrooms are being filled with interactive white boards, iPads and computers for children’s use. Educationalist Marc Prensky believes that children must be surrounded by technology and taught how to use it ready for children’s future line of work as this is the way in which the world is going (Wakefield, 2015). However, if children in Sweden show a higher level of well-being than the United Kingdom, is our education system going backwards instead of forwards? Barkham (2014) argues this by explaining that most children these days already have access to iPads and computers at home and the classroom should be expressing the importance of the outdoors instead. Parents in the United Kingdom would prefer to let their children stay indoors as they do not have as much time to spend with their children due to busier life schedules (Nairn, 2011. and Davis, 1998). Davis (1998: 151) also claims ‘parents are becoming afraid to let their children visit the local parks for fear that children will step on discarded syringes, taken by abductors or knocked down by cars.’ Whereas children attending a forest school within Sweden are outdoors interacting with their environments no matter what the weather, from the second they go to school until home time.
[bookmark: _GoBack]One of the first pioneers of outdoor early years’ settings in the United Kingdom was the Macmillan Sisters who taught children from the ages of 18 months to 7 years of age in an open air nursery (Drake, 2003). They believed that children should learn through first hand experiences in order to problem solve and think creatively (Drake, 2003, Wilson, 2012). Piaget believed that it was important for children to develop though experiences. The first developmental cognitive stage is known as sensorimotor stage, where he believed children must use their five senses, touch, taste, smell, sight and hearing, in order to discover the world (Khanacademymedicine, 2013). Open ended experiential play is a key aspect in both Wales’ Foundation Phase curriculum as well as the forest schools in Sweden where children are allowed to lead their own learning in the outdoor environment (Moyles, 2011). Susan Isaacs explains how ‘open ended play promotes cooperative play, with its higher cognitive challenge for interacting peers’ (Knight, 2009).  
However, Cutter- Mackenzie et al. (2014) argues that early years’ education could not work simply by allowing children to play outdoors, but it is adults’ attitudes towards the environment that extends children’s knowledge and understanding on nature and sustainability. This links back to Nairn (2011) and Davis (1998) who state that it is adults’ attitudes towards the outdoors is blocking children’s sustainable development from growing. This also links to the works of Bronfenbrenner, where children learn from their environments (Curtis and O’Hagan, 2003). However, if children in Wales are confined to a classroom for six hours a day, are they learning from their environment like the children in Sweden?  In order to support Wales’ early years settings in promoting sustainability in the ways Sweden do, ‘adults must first accept the responsibility for setting in train the changes that are needed for us to move to ecological and social sustainability’ (Davis, 1998: 153). 
Conclusion
In conclusion, education for sustainable development and global citizenship is a growing concept that practitioners all over the world will be incorporating into their everyday lessons to enlighten children on the current events. Although Sweden may be the most sustainable country to date, Wales are developing schemes to promote sustainability and the importance of outdoor education. One of these schemes, forest schools, is being incorporated into Welsh classrooms for a lesson a week (Forest Schools Association, no date). However, Swedish curriculum explains ‘children learn best when they are active and engaged; when interactions are frequent and meaningful; and when curriculum builds on prior learning’ (Taguma et al., 2013). Although the Welsh curriculum does not incorporate forest schools into every lesson, it is a step further into the future development of making outdoor play more prominent in the curriculum. Wales are also incorporating the development of sustainability through legislations such as the Well-being of Future generations (2015) Act. This links with Sweden, as Nairn (2011) explains that Swedish children were ranked higher in their well-being than children in Wales. Subsequently, Wales is working towards a more sustainable future to improve the holistic development of its future generations. 
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