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Regaining Paradise: Sustainability in the Early Years
Welsh devolution in 1998 enabled an agenda of previously unconnected “children’s rights” and “sustainable development” which culminated in two radical pieces of legislation being produced in the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2013 (Croke et al., 2021). Both of these being underpinned by the most globally approved human rights treaty, the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 1987 Brundtland Report. The Brundtland Report, previously known as “Our Common Future”, called for a strategy on sustainable development (uniting the environment and development). It described sustainable development as being able to meet needs in the present without compromising those of the future (United Nations, 1987). 
This description of sustainability can also be used within early years education, two things which are not naturally linked together. In education and learning, sustainability refers to a child’s relationship with their community and environment and how educators can help foster a sense of responsibility to help their world remain sustainable (Early Years Alliance, 2021). It is important to recognise that lifelong learning within education for sustainability starts in Early Childhood Education (ECE) (Davies et al., 2009) as children are our decision makers of the future. Their first steps towards this journey will be taken if values of sustainable living are instilled at an early age (Prince, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk201780114]Fortunately, early years practitioners are well placed to support children’s understanding of how sustainability is connected with our natural environments around the world (Tinney, 2020) as well as laying the important foundations of having not only respect for their environment, but also for themselves and others (Davies et al., 2009a). However, practitioners themselves face challenges surrounding early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS) as addressing these global issues cannot be achieved by simply being in nature and playing outdoors (Elliott, Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Davis, 2020). Furthermore, there needs to be a focus on professional development for practitioners understanding of this subject, so it is seen as a multi-dimensional concept including economic, socio-cultural and environmental concerns and not just about composting and recycling, as was recognised by Dyment et al. (2013). 
This issue was supported by a document entitled “Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship” (ESDGC) which was produced by Welsh Government in 2012. It was developed to help education settings integrate and consolidate ESDGC into their practice and learning, with its aims being to increase the knowledge and skills of children on global sustainability issues including climate change, poverty, food shortage and biodiversity (Welsh Government, 2012). It also recognised the links between our own lives with society, economy and the environment and how everything we do now can affect the lives of future generations around the world. 
Sustainability in early years education is not a new concept. Maria Montessori (1870-1952) introduced the principles of early years curriculum supporting a child’s personal and social development as well as enabling respect for the natural world and promoting responsible citizenship. She did this by ensuring children took care and had responsibility for their environment by looking after plants and animals, undertaking household chores and cleaning equipment (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). By nurturing a love for nature and a sense of responsibility, Montessori’s pedagogy and belief that children should be taught to live in harmony with the earth, supports children in becoming engaged citizens and environmentally aware which in turn contribute to a sustainable future (Austin Children's Academy, 2023). Montessori school staff facilitate and model sustainable habits in everyday tasks such as energy conservation, waste reduction, recycling and reusing. 
These practices are replicated in the Eco Schools programme which was launched in 1994 as a response to the needs identified at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 (Eco Schools, n.d.). Now, Eco Schools is one of the largest global sustainable school programmes and has engaged millions of children across seventy-three countries including around ninety percent of schools across Wales. It supports early years children in championing environmental action holistically, within their school and everyday lives (GOV.WALES, 2024) through activities such as planting, junk modelling, reading eco-themed stories and recycling (Eco Schools, 2024). When schools fully implement the Eco-Schools programme, they are assessed and rewarded with the international green flag of which is recognised in ESDGC. In 2014, Wales had 8% of the global total of green flags (Merriman et al., 2014). Eco-Schools aligns well with some of the goals of the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) (a healthier, more prosperous, more resilient and a globally responsive Wales) as it provides the ideal structure to support sustainable activities within schools (Welsh Government, 2023). Additionally, it aligns with other policies such as Environment (Wales) Act 2016, Towards Zero Waste, Beyond Recycling, Child Poverty Strategy for Wales and articles 12,29 and 31 of the UNCRC. The Review of the Eco-Schools Environmental Education Programme in Wales (2018-2022) found that the new Curriculum for Wales presents opportunities for Eco-Schools to be integrated in children’s early years education and the main motivation for schools’ participation was to be part of a positive environmental change and a meaningful environmental movement (Welsh Government, 2023a). The report also found that there were several barriers to the implementation of the programme which included staff not being wholeheartedly behind it, lacking initiation and viewing the activities as add-ons. This meant that some schools could not ensure a whole school approach and found difficulties in embedding eco-schools across the curriculum. Furthermore, it was felt that support for schools was mainly targeted towards older children and needs extending to the early years (Welsh Government, 2023b). Additionally, research by Gan et al. (2019) stated that where schools only follow the eco-schools’ central guidelines and do not make adaptations for their own settings, a more superficial, better-than-nothing approach will be taken, and they will not achieve a deep implementation of ESD principles. 
However, one of the many positive outcomes of this research was the impact on the local communities. Collaboration with local growers and community gardens inspired gardening clubs and “food forts” which helped engage parents and carers and further promote sustainability (Gan et al., 2019a). These experiences link with theories of Friedrich Froebel (1782-1852). He recognised the importance of engaging in tasks that are purposeful and meaningful, placing particular emphasis on learning from and through nature. He viewed the environment in which children learn as being of upmost importance and introduced us to the “kindergarten” (Macblain, 2022). Froebel’s passion surrounded the connection of life, beauty and knowledge and these three forms were bought to life in his kindergartens through first-hand, sensory experiences in nature. Children from the age of one would be taken outdoors on nature walks and encouraged to explore rather than be told what to do. This was a major step forward in early years education during this time (Pound, 2006). Froebel believed that these real-life experiences provide children with an understanding of interrelationships between living things which, in turn, spark curiosity of sustainability and their environment (Froebel Trust, 2022). 
Being one of the most pioneering theorists of early years education and care, Froebel’s philosophy and pedagogy transformed settings around the world (Roszak, 2018) and are, indeed, sustainable in themselves. Research by Bauernschuster and Falck (2014) proved that Froebel’s ideas have transmitted over generations and kindergartens are long living. Additionally, Froebelian principles are evident within the new Curriculum for Wales, which will be rolled out to all learners by 2026 (Welsh Government, 2022). The third purpose in the new curriculum refers to ethically informed citizens. This resonates with Froebel’s theory surrounding freedom with responsibility, where children have the freedom to go off and explore, forming their own views and making reasoned decisions on how this will impact on others and the planet (Equal Education Partners, 2023). However, children’s exploration can be restrained to some degree by what they have access to as this is decided by the practitioner (Froebel Trust, 2023). Furthermore, despite evidence that outdoor learning can have a positive impact on well-being and environmental responsibility, a study by Waite (2020) reported that practitioners lack confidence in linking the curriculum with outdoor learning due to lack of training. This was mainly due to teacher training courses being limited in how to teach outside the classroom. Practitioner knowledge is important as outdoor play alone is not enough to develop positive attitudes towards sustainability. Children need to have meaningful engagements with environmental education in early years settings (Cutter-Mackenzie et al., 2014) and theorist John Dewey (1859-1952) valued real life contexts and problem solving in early years education. He believed that children are unlikely to construct new habits if consequences are not meaningful and hands on experience is central to children’s learning and the transmission of knowledge (Hargraves, 2021). According to Luff (2018), Dewey’s theory provides a basis for contemporary education for sustainability through effective experiential learning. For example, a child learning how the wetness or dryness of sand can affect the building of a sandcastle, planting seeds and learning about life cycles, going on nature walks with litter picking and making bug hotels and bug feeders. Luff (2018a) states that a young child’s positive interactions with their environment, facilitated through play and exploration, active learning and creating and thinking critically are influential on their future beliefs and values. This concept links Dewey’s theory of valuing the short-term experiences of children for long term environmental gain with the Brundtland Reports aims of supporting future generations through sustainable development (Luff, 2018b) (Brundtland, 1987).
There is a general misconception that children in their early years are not able to deal with complex environmental issues and there are not adequate efforts made to help them make connections with the advantages of respecting the world in which they live (Tinney and Hirst, 2018). However, as the human species is living beyond its means, profound shifts in thinking and acting are required for the ongoing prosperity of our youngest children (Davis, 2015). This means rethinking the fundamentals of children’s rights and Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human development which ignores consideration of human-nature interconnections (Elliott and Davis, 2018). After all education for sustainability is a matter of values and ethics (Davis and Elliott, 2024).  Weldemariam (2020) challenges the idea of children being centralized and autonomous and reconceptualizing to the idea that a child is entangled with the more-than-human world. Therefore, early years pedagogy should nurture more of an affinity of being within the world. By doing this, sustainability in the early years can be regarded as becoming with and learning with anything that is non-human. This would require creative practitioners to organise relational activities and be willing to challenge taken-for-granted views that may be limiting children’s learning opportunities in sustainability (Evans and Huggins, 2018).
In 2015, world leaders came together and adopted the 2030 United Nations Agenda for Sustainable Development with its seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s). The agenda was produced to help secure the rights and wellbeing of everyone on a thriving, healthy planet and to ensure no one gets left behind (United Nations, 2024). Despite this, the most recent progress report on the SDG’s states that the world is on track or making moderate progress on thirty five percent of the goals, insufficient progress on forty seven percent of the goals and regression on eighteen percent of the goals. So, with only five years until the deadline, sustainability efforts need to be intensified (United Nations, 2025). 
With that being said, the Nordic countries have been noted as being the most sustainable in the world consistently since the inception of the SDG’s. Furthermore, they also rank highly in the nation level assessments for their environmental sustainability index as well as the world happiness index, the human development index and the global green economy index (Strand, 2024). Their approach to early years education is key to this success having adopted a whole school approach. Sustainability is integrated across the curriculum, pedagogical and didactic arrangements, professional development of staff, school ethos and school-community relations which has enabled meaningful experiences. They have recognised that education needs to be responsive, relevant and responsible in a world challenged by (un)sustainability (Wals et al., 2024).
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