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What a delight to read these additions to 
the field of Early Childhood Education 
for Sustainability (ECEfS) in the first is-
sue of the new journal, Childhood in the 
Anthropocene, established in 2024 by Mä-
lardalen University, Sweden, under the 
auspices of Chief Editor, Professor Eva 
Ärlemalm-Hagsér. It is a testament to 
the growth of ECEfS research that this 
journal has its debut with these papers 
that emerged from the latest Transna-
tional Dialogues in Research in Early Child-
hood Education for Sustainability (TND for 
short). 

The first TND network met in 2010 
with researchers from Sweden, Norway, 
Australia and New Zealand. Here, we 
have papers from Norway, Sweden and 
Australia, and also from Türkiye, Belgi-
um and Ireland, just a sample of the re-
searcher-participants who attended the 
2023 TND in Sweden. This wider group 
included researchers from Finland, USA, 
Canada, and the Czech Republic, and we 
know from previous TNDs – both face 
to face and online – that international 
representation continues to expand. It 
was always the intention of the TND 
in its initial framing that is would be a 
network for researchers, would support 
and encourage research outputs especi-
ally from new and emerging researchers, 

would draw from interdisciplinary out-
looks and lenses, and bring new ideas, 
language, and nuances to ECEfS.

As I read the ten papers in this issue, it 
became apparent that they highlight se-
veral of the threads that illustrate whe-
re the ECEfS movement is currently at 

– especially those enduring themes that 
continue to require amplification and 
strengthening. These include: encoura-
ging nature play to expand to embrace 
EfS (Ranta, Ireland, through emphasi-
sing children’s rights and participation; 
evolving beyond traditional “green” di-
mensions in ECEfS (Sageidat, Norway, 
emphasising synergies between peace 
education and EfS); and the demand for 
renovation of early childhood teacher 
education, preservice and inservice, to 
account for EfS (Alici, Turkey) and (Jør-
gensen-Vittersø, Norway).

These papers also provoke: how best 
to relate sustainability to pedagogical 
theories and practices (Dom & Willockx, 
Belgium); how to authentically engage 
children as the main drivers of learning 
and actions for sustainability (Engdahl, 
Sweden); how to overcome bobbing 
around “amongst the waves of chang-
ing political priorities” (Elliott, Aus-
tralia); making the case for co-creation 
and innovation in research design when 

working with children around sustai-
nability (Eriksen-Ødegaard, Norway); 
advocating for quantitative studies in 
ECEfS (Pamuk, Türkiye); and introdu-
cing terminology drawn from interdis-
ciplinary explorations (Ärlemalm-Hag-
sér, Sweden, who references “solidarity” 
with people and planet). Of course, the-
re is so much more in each of these pa-
pers than the fragments I highlight here 

– now read each in detail for your own 
learning and motivation!

Overall, these ten papers support the 
premise that ECEfS is context-dri-
ven. There is no one way to implement 
ECEfS. Everyone is on a journey, and 
every journey is richly diverse with uni-
que starting points, goals, and outco-
mes. What is universal, however, is the 
commitment to young children and the 
role of early education in shaping and 
reshaping current lives and future pro-
spects. As we know, today’s children are 
the inhabitants the future, not us. We 
owe it to next generations living in the 
Anthropocene to continue to strive for 
ways of living that are healthy, just and 
sustainable for all.

Professor Julie M Davis (Adjunct)
Queensland University of Technology, 
Brisbane, Australia
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n In this first issue of the journal, Child-
hood in the Anthropocene, ten papers from 
researchers in Early Childhood Educa-
tion for Sustainability highlight cont-
emporary issues in the field. The papers 
were contributed by participants in the 
8th Transnational Dialogues on early 
childhood education for sustainabili-
ty research (TND8) held at Mälardalen 
University in August 2023. The TND re-
search group was originally established 
in 2010 by Professor Julie Davis, then at 
the Queensland University of Techno-
logy and Professor Eva Johansson, then 
at the University of Stavanger, Norway. 
The aim of the research group is to pro-
mote international collaboration in Ear-
ly Childhood Education for Sustaina-
bility (ECEfS), particularly to develop 
research projects and publications and 
participate in international conferences. 
Since 2010, the TND has had a signifi-
cant role in placing sustainability issues 
on the research agenda for Early Child-
hood Education (ECE) and promoting 
early childhood education within the 

Environmental Education (EE) field. 
For example, ECEfS presentations at in-
ternational events such as the European 
Early Childhood Education Research 
Association (EECERA) conference and 
the World Environmental Education 
Congress (WEEC). The TND resear-
ch network gathers regularly in-person 
aligned with major conferences and also 
online. The TND 8 gathering in Sweden 
brought international researchers to-
gether to share their studies on varied 
topics, thus creating a space for inspiring 
and constructive dialogues about ECEfS. 

The papers in this volume reflect the 
discussions and thinking shared over 
two days at the latest TND 8 conferen-
ce at Mälardalen University focussed 
around “Where to next? Examining the 
gaps, issues and needs in Early Child-
hood Education for Sustainability Rese-
arch”. The participants rose to this chal-
lenge and many have reflected on their 
research and the TND8 discussions in 
this collation of papers.  
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m TND8 Dates: Thursday 24 August, and 
Friday 25 August.

· Optional Pre and Post TND8 Dates: 
Wednesday 23 August a preschool stu-
dy visit in Västerås AND/OR Saturday 
26 August a visit to the Valby Open Air 
Museum in Västerås.
· Co-convenors of TND8: Professor Eva 
Ärlemalm-Hagsér, Mälardalen Univer-
sity, Professor Barbara M. Sageidet, 
Stavanger University, Dr Sue Elliott, 
University of New England, Dr Sule 
Alici, Kirsehir Ahi Evran University 
and Dr Lyndal O’Gorman, Queensland 
University of Technology.
· Venue: Mälardalen University, Väs-
terås, Sweden, https://www.mdu.se/

As we gather in person for the first time 
in five years, it is timely to critically re-
flect and take stock about where to next 
in ECEfS research. We first celebrate 
how TND has been instrumental to the 
research trajectory of the last decade, 
building international partnerships and 
research collaborations with a shared 
commitment to urgency, agency and 
equity (Dean & Elliott, 2022; Emery 
et al, 2017). Shifts have occurred across 
research and policy alongside theore-
tical and pedagogical change. In par-

ticular, the ECEfS research trajectory 
has demonstrated a move away from an 
environmental focus and more traditio-
nal paradigms through to a healthy and 
diverse body of researchers producing 
multiple studies that explore broad di-
mensions of sustainability (Ardoin & 
Bowers, 2020; Davis, 2009; Hedefalk et 
al., 2015). In TND 8, we examine what is 
next for ECEfS, what are the ECEfS re-
search gaps, what methodological direc-
tions are possible and what is strategi-
cally critical to inform urgent policy and 
practice change in this arena. Like the 
patches of a quilt, we ask what research 
patches are missing now and how can we 
fill these as we move forward. 

TND8 Dates: Thursday 24 August, and 
Friday 25 August.

· Optional Pre and Post TND8 Dates: 
Wednesday 23 August a preschool stu-
dy visit in Västerås AND/OR Saturday 
26 August a visit to the Valby Open Air 
Museum in Västerås.
· Co-convenors of TND8: Professor Eva 
Ärlemalm-Hagsér, Mälardalen Univer-
sity, Professor Barbara M. Sageidet, 
Stavanger University, Dr Sue Elliott, 
University of New England, Dr Sule 
Alici, Kirsehir Ahi Evran University 
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and Dr Lyndal O’Gorman, Queensland 
University of Technology.
· Venue: Mälardalen University, Väs-
terås, Sweden, https://www.mdu.se/

As we gather in person for the first time 
in five years, it is timely to critically re-
flect and take stock about where to next 
in ECEfS research. We first celebrate 
how TND has been instrumental to the 
research trajectory of the last decade, 
building international partnerships and 
research collaborations with a shared 
commitment to urgency, agency and 
equity (Dean & Elliott, 2022; Emery 
et al, 2017). Shifts have occurred across 
research and policy alongside theore-
tical and pedagogical change. In par-
ticular, the ECEfS research trajectory 

has demonstrated a move away from an 
environmental focus and more traditio-
nal paradigms through to a healthy and 
diverse body of researchers producing 
multiple studies that explore broad di-
mensions of sustainability (Ardoin & 
Bowers, 2020; Davis, 2009; Hedefalk et 
al., 2015). In TND 8, we examine what is 
next for ECEfS, what are the ECEfS re-
search gaps, what methodological direc-
tions are possible and what is strategi-
cally critical to inform urgent policy and 
practice change in this arena. Like the 
patches of a quilt, we ask what research 
patches are missing now and how can we 
fill these as we move forward.

Detailed program – next two pages. 
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Venue	 Day/Time	 Activity
Västerås 	 Wednesday 23rd August 	 Optional Morning Preschool study visit to two 	
		  preschools with an EfS focus in Västerås. 
Västerås Campus, 	 Thursday 24th August
Mälardalen University	
	 9.30am–11.00am	 Welcome and Introductions:
		  TND history overview for newcomers and framing 	
		  of TND8, program and logistics: 
		  1. Official welcome by university hosts
		  2. Welcome to TND 8 from Eva, Barbara, Sule and 	
		  Sue and thanks to host, overall goals of TND 8
		  3. Maps, logistics and program edits and wall paper 	
		  for ideas sharing over 2 days.
		  4. Round the room introductions for everyone 
		  5. TND history to date 
		  National updates: Participants sharing from the
		  countries represented with questions and discussion. 
	 11.00am–11.30am	 Morning break
	 11.30am–12.30pm	 Keynote: Joining Children's Perspectives with Trans-	
		  formative Education for Sustainability 
		  Guest speakers: Ingrid Pramling-Samuelsson, Gothen-	
		  burg University and Ingrid Engdahl, Stockholm Uni-	
		  versity. 
	 12.30pm–1.30pm	 Lunch on campus provided 
	 1.30pm–2.30pm	 Research Roundtable 1: 
		  ECEfS Reflecting on research shifts and gaps, inclu-	
		  ding pre-recorded interviews with TND co-founder 	
		  Prof Julie Davis.
	 2.30pm–3.00pm	 Afternoon break
	 3.00pm–5.00pm	 Research Roundtable 2: 
		  Participants invited to share their current research 	
		  projects, up to 10 minutes per presentation pending 	
		  numbers.
	 6.00pm 	 Dinner: Pre-booked dinner at a nearby restaurant.
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Venue	 Day/Time	 Activity
Eskilstuna Campus, 	 Friday 25th August
Mälardalen University		
8.30am Bus to 	 9.30am–10.15am	 Panel discussion: International perspectives on inser-
Eskilstuna campus		  vice and preservice teacher training research – led by 	
		  Deb Harwood, Ann-Christin Furu and Sule Alici. 
	 10.15am–10.45am	 Morning break
	 10.45am–11.30am	 Group discussion: Theorising and researching peda	
		  gogical principles for sustainable futures – led by Elin 
		  Eriksen Ødegaard and Sue Elliott.
	 11.30am–12.30pm	 TND Projects: 
		  Self-selected collaborative research interest group 
		  discussions, including a possible TND publication/
		  outcome focus. 
ReTuna Recycling Mall	 12.30pm–3.00pm	 Visit: ReTuna Recycling all for lunch and study tour.
12.30pm Bus to Mall
2.30pm Bus back 
to Eskilstuna campus	
Eskilstuna Campus, 	 3.00pm–5.00pm	 Public Symposium: 
Mälardalen University		  ECEfS Research and practice symposium for
		  Mälardalen University academics, local practitioners 	
		  and students.
	 5.30pm–6.30pm	 TND 8 Concluding discussions: Where to from here? 	
		  Topical issues? Challenges? Tensions? Initiatives? 
		  Actions? 
6.30pm bus from Eskilstuna 	 7.00pm–9.30pm	 Dinner (Optional) in Västerås
campus back to 
Västerås Campus	
Valby Open Air Musum,	 Saturday 26th August	
Västerås	 10.00am–12 noon	 Visit: Optional Valby Open Air Museum visit and 	
		  lunch on site possible.
		  Some TND8 participants will be travelling on to 
		  Lisbon, see you at EECERA!

Fin
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In this article, I explore the TND’s re-
cent history, group members’ works and 
projects, and how these endeavors have 
addressed the need for ECEfS and shed 
light on the way forward for emerging 
researchers and practitioners. I also re-
flect on how this work has influenced the 
Turkish context, such as the ECE curri-
culum and teacher education.

From September 2017 – my first TND 
attendance in Canada – to now, the 
TND group members as ECEfS resear-
chers have made many attempts to en-
large the impact of this group’s synergies, 
perspectives, pedagogies, projects, and 
collaborations across different countri-
es. Three notable edited books and three
journal special issues actualize these at-
tempts. 

· Ferreira et al. (2019) focusing on em-
bedding sustainability in teacher edu-
cation courses and their institutions. 
· Elliott, Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Da-
vis (2020) encompassing different 
worldviews and cultural influences, 
national education policies, teacher 

education changes, plus initiatives in 
ECEfS curriculum and pedagogy. 
· Davis and Elliott (2024) giving impor-
tance to new pedagogical approaches, 
cultural impetus for effective ECEfS 
practice, the intersections between di-
gital technologies and STEAM and 
worldwide ECEfS implementation up-
dates. 
· Carr, Elliott and Ärlemalm-Hagsér 
(2021) covering different research pro-
jects and practices around the UNES-
CO Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) and early childhood environ-
mental education reflecting change in 
SDG awareness and understandings 
about how to adapt the SDGs into 
practice and educator pedagogical 
transformation. 
· Evans et al. (2022) focusing inter-
nationally on early childhood initial 
teacher education in ECEfS; and,
· Karrow, Evans and Harwood (2022) 
targeting environmental and sustai-
nability education within the teacher 
education field. 

Moreover, previous TND participants 

Su
le 

Ali
ci What EfS says about early childhood 

teacher’s education: The Turkish Context

bio
Dr. Alici was awarded her PhD in education for sus-
tainability in early childhood education at Middle 
East Technical University in September 2018. She 
is currently an assistant professor in the Elementary 
and Early Childhood Education Department at Kir-
sehir Ahi Evran University in Türkiye. Her research 
areas include Education for Sustainability, Critical/
Media Literacy and Creative Drama in ECE, and 
Teacher Education in Education for Sustainability. In 
addition, she has been one of the co-convenors of the 
EECERA Sustainability Special Interest Group and 
the Transnational Dialogues in Education for sustai-
nability research since 2020.
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established the EECERA Sustainabi-
lity SIG in 2019. Many self-organised 
symposia were offered at the annual 
EECERA conferences, including diffe-
rent perspectives and research projects 
from various countries. Besides acade-
mic research studies, some countries 
(such as Australia) have reported ECE 
curriculum updates to be more sustaina-
bility integrated. 

In light of these international ECEfS 
developments, when I analysed the po-
licy, practice, and academic studies in 
Türkiye some local shifts were evident. 
For example, the revision of the ECE 
curriculum to explicitly support EfS has 
nearly been completed. Looking further 
back, in 2018 the pre-service teacher 
education program was renewed by ad-
ding compulsory and elective courses to 
support sustainability. Moreover, there 
has been an increase in academic studies 
on both in-service (e.g., Alici & Sahin, 
2023) and pre-service teacher education 
(e.g., Akyol, Pamuk & Elmas, 2018; Ka-
raarslan Semiz & Temiz, 2021; Alici & 
Alan, 2022). Despite this acceleration, 
we still need to renovate teacher edu-
cation and teacher qualities to support 
practices that more effectively target 
the SDGs and the political, economic, 
social, cultural, and natural dimensions 

of sustainability. A 2017 analysis of the 
Competencies of the Teaching Professi-
on (MoNE, 2017) indicated that the so-
cial and cultural dimensions were placed 
under the teacher’s attitudes and values 
domain; however, no explanation was 
offered about the other sustainability 
dimensions or EfS under subject mat-
ter knowledge and pedagogical content 
knowledge (Alici, 2020). 

More broadly, after Türkiye approved 
to enter into the Paris Climate Agre-
ement in 2021 the Turkish Ministry of 
Environment and Urbanization was re-
named the Ministry of Environment, 
Urbanization and Climate Change. Ba-
sed on the recent United Nations clima-
te change conferences, in 2021, the cli-
mate change directorate was established, 
and in 2022, the Climate Council was 
formed. However, when the 2011–2023 
action plan originally declared by the 
Ministry of Environment and Urbaniza-
tion regarding sustainability policy is ex-
amined, the plan mostly centres on eco-
nomic and environmental sustainability 
issues, such as energy transportation and 
zero waste. Furthermore, the only adap-
tion strategy for the 2011–2023 Action 
Plan on Climate Change was focused on 

“organizing training, awareness-raising, 
and informative activities to develop the 

capacity to combat and adapt to clima-
te change” (Ministry of Environment & 
Urbanisation, 2012, p. 140). Although 
without educational strategies and prac-
tices, action plans cannot be recognised 
by the public, and there is no detailed 
explanation of how this adaption can be 
implemented. Therefore, the next ste-
ps for Türkiye are that the action plan 
should be revised to encompass educa-
tional strategies and more collaboration 
with the Ministry of National Education 
and representatives from all educational 
sectors, from early childhood to higher 
education.

Further, as mentioned above, sustaina-
bility has political, economic, social, cul-
tural and natural dimensions (UNESCO, 
2010; 2021). Based on this multidimensi-
onality, ECEfS requires more interdisci-
plinary and multidisciplinary approaches 
and studies from the perspectives of the 
Mainstreaming Change Model propo-
sed by Ferreira and Ryan (2012). Based 
on this model, if a change has occurred 
in one system/sub-system/hub, this pro-
vokes transformation in another system/
sub-system/hub. In Türkiye, I argue the 
change starts with the ECE curriculum 
and I propose this will trigger transfor-
mations in teacher education and teacher 
competencies. 
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Lastly, my colleague and I instigated 
a series of historical studies focused on 
the previous Turkish teacher education 
program – Village Institutes – since this 
program was derived from the Turkish 
people’s local needs. According to our 
preliminary findings, this program sup-
ports today’s UNESCO SDGs. Therefo-
re, we will further examine this program 
in terms of the SDGs, higher education 
functions, and global citizenship edu-
cation. Our first analysis indicated that 
the Village Institutes program accorded 
significant importance to learner-cen-
tered approaches, active participation, 
placed-based learning, participatory lear-
ning, empowerment, transformative 
learning, and active citizenship. We an-
ticipate discovering other powerful pro-
gram aspects and adopting these within 
our current teacher education programs 
and teacher competencies.

Overall, although each country has its 
own dynamics, we live in a global villa-
ge; thus, the change in one country can 
initiate change in another country, like 
the Mainstreaming Change Model (Fer-
reira & Ryan, 2012). I argue for longitu-
dinal and comparative studies between 
countries to inspire each country to ex-
plore appropriate teacher education pro-
grams that actualize the SDGs. While 

constructing these studies, researchers 
should not forget the multi-dimensiona-
lity of sustainability. In other words, we 
need more interdisciplinary and multi-
disciplinary research studies, so we can 
present good research and practice ex-
amples to build a more robust ECEfS 
field instead of a “patchwork quilt” (El-
liott, 2006, p. 1).
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Where to go next? Getting leaders and practitioners in daycare cen-
tres on board in the shift to sustainable childcare by connecting sus-
tainability with existing pedagogical frameworks and theories 
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During the TND8 discussions, bringing 
about sustainable changes in thoughts 
and practices among practitioners and 
leaders of daycare centres (B-3 years) 
was identified as one of the potential 
pathways for further research. In this re-
flection paper, we introduce a new app-
roach to promoting sustainable changes 
in the thoughts and practices of dayca-
re centre practitioners and leaders. We 
highlight the challenge of making real 
changes in the sustainability practices 
of daycare practitioners. Rather than in-
troducing new pedagogical approaches 
or ruptures with the common practice, 
we propose the identification of sustai-
nable anchor points within existing fra-
meworks and utilizing these as influen-
tial narratives. In this paper, we delve 
deeper into this avenue.

During TND8, we presented an action 
research study during which we investi-
gated together with two teams of prac-
titioners how sustainability could be 
integrated into their pedagogical and 

organizational approach (Willockx & 
Dom, 2022). We were honest about 
the final project results that somewhat 
disappointed us, as we had failed to 
make practitioners sustainably change 
their actions. The audience reactions 
to the presentation were confrontatio-
nal: “What did you expect to achieve 
in two years? Change takes time.” and 

“You have to get it into people’s hearts.” 
These reactions, as well as the discus-
sions that took place over the three days, 
made us reflect on where and why it goes 
wrong in sustainably transforming thin-
king and acting in daycare centres, and 
where possible solutions might lie. Our 
critical reflection starts with questioning 
whether “How do you ensure that sus-
tainability becomes something that is 
in the practitioners’ hearts?” is the right 
thing to investigate. Does sustainability 
have to be in practitioners’ hearts to be-
come embedded in their practice? And, 
critically does the world have enough 
time for this?

It is not surprising that early childhood 
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practitioners find it difficult to embrace 
sustainability thinking. Early childhood 
professionals are often at the bottom of 
the social ladder, working in a crisis-rid-
den sector with staff shortages, a high 
workload and often strict rules with li-
mited professional autonomy. We obser-
ved resistance to sustainability thinking, 
both in the practical sphere because of 
the workload and, more often, in the 
personal sphere. During our research, 
power relations were questioned: “Is it 
up to us to change the world?” and “Isn’t 
that the responsibility of the powerful?” 

Understanding how change works is 
essential to finding successful solutions 
on how to help practitioners past resi-
stance. We propose to use the structura-
tion theory by Giddens (1984; 1991). 
According to Giddens, there is no dua-
lism between agency and structure, but 
rather a duality. Social practices connect 
structure and agency, as actors produce 
and reproduce structures and systems 
through their everyday actions. Giddens 
also described the actors themselves as 
dual, with both a discursive and a prac-
tical consciousness. The former refers 
to actors’ ability to explain the reasons 
for their actions, while the latter refers 
to the knowledge that enables them to 
socially interact, but which they cannot 

necessarily articulate. 
Giddens’s types of consciousness are 

reflected in the two types of theories 
Friedman and Rogers (2009), following 
Argyris and Schön (1974), use for analy-
sing action research: espoused theories 
and theories-in-use. Espoused theories 
are what actors say or think they do and 
describe or justify behaviour. Theories-
in-use represent a tacit knowledge that 
actors are generally unaware of and 
which they employ almost automatically. 
To achieve sustainable change, a trans-
formation in both the practical and dis-
cursive consciousness of actors is neces-
sary. Not just their theories-in-use, but 
also their espoused theories need chan-
ging. Only then can systems evolve with 
them.

During our project, we tried to intro-
duce the UNESCO Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) framework 
as a form of espoused theory and look 
for ways to relate it to daily practices 
in childcare provision. Our goal was to 
reach not only the discursive conscious-
ness of practitioners, but after a while 
also their practical consciousness, which 
would allow them to change the system 
in which they operated. However, the 
practitioners positioned sustainability 
in the political sphere, well outside their 

practical and personal spheres (O’Brien 
& Signa, 2013).

To move on, we hypothesise that to 
bring about sustainable changes in child-
care, we should relate sustainability to 
the core aspects of childcare provisions: 
the pedagogical practice. After all, peda-
gogical practice is where both practition-
ers’ espoused theories and their theories-
in-use are strongly connected. As most 
childcare provisions base their work on 
pedagogical theories or views, we pro-
pose to investigate in what ways existing 
pedagogical theories such as Reggio Emi-
lia, Freinet, Montessori and experiential 
learning relate to sustainability theories. 
So, rather than creating a new signature 
pedagogy (Ødegaard, 2021) we propose 
to explore how to connect existing fra-
meworks and theories with sustainabili-
ty and thus, work towards an engaging 
narrative, which relates to the espoused 
theories and the theories-in-use already 
evident.
We propose a four-step study. Firstly, 

identify anchor points within existing 
pedagogical frameworks that relate to 
sustainability theories and formulate 
them into an espoused theory. Secondly, 
relate these anchor points to the theo-
ries-in-use in childcare practices and 
thirdly, talk to groups of practitioners 
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about these connections with pedagogi-
cal theories and the daily practices based 
on them. In a fourth step, we would ad-
vocate for explicitly adding the connec-
ting elements in pedagogical policy fra-
meworks.

Looking back to our work, and also to 
the conference, we need to change our 
approach as action researchers. Current-
ly, we are too focused on our frame of 
reference, which may differ significantly 
from that of child practitioners, and this 
may be why they are not so engaged. For 
example, when we try to involve them in 
sustainability through nature experien-
ces not all of them may have relevant 
experiences to relate back to. If we only 
focus on practitioners who already reso-
nate with sustainability, we are limiting 
ourselves and moving too slowly. There-
fore, we propose to replace the question 

“How do we get it into the hearts of the 
professionals?” by the question “How 
do we relate sustainability to existing 
pedagogical theories?” By linking sus-
tainability to existing pedagogical fra-
meworks and advocating for sustainable 
policy frameworks, we can find a faster 
and more accessible path to change.
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l Where to next? Recognising the role of Early Childhood 

Education for a sustainable future

In the early childhood period, child-
ren develop their basic values, attitudes, 
skills, behaviours and habits, which may 
be long lasting. Early Childhood Educa-
tion for Sustainability (ECEfS) is about 
understanding how different choices 
people make in everyday life can contri-
bute to sustainable development. Many 
teachers give priority to ECEfS, but we 
need all teachers to address ECEfS, fra-
med by a view of each child as partici-
pating in society towards a sustainable 
world. Together, we must all address 
the most urgent challenge of our time: 
Transformation at all levels towards sus-
tainability.

During the OMEP project on educa-
tion for sustainable development (ESD) 
(Engdahl, 2015; OMEP, 2023), it beca-
me clear to me that children and adults 
have different knowledges, which so-
metimes lead to different priorities. For 
instance, when discussing growing food, 
the grandparents named vegetables, 
while the children named flowers and 
fruit. The grandparents valued knowing 
how to grow things you can eat, whereas 

the children, who sometimes think food 
just comes from the supermarket, pre-
ferred flowers and some fruits. The diffe-
rent preferences, vegetables or flowers, I 
argue are linked to values related to sus-
tainability. 

Another important result, from my 15 
years leading OMEP ESD projects, is the 
number of ideas that the children offered, 
which were frequently carried through 
into local projects directly reflecting the 
children’s lives (Engdahl, 2015). The 
political ambition in EfS is about em-
powerment and transactive and trans-
formative change (UNESCO, 2020). 
Through these projects, I have seen that 
young children do have the competencies 
to participate actively – if they are given 
the possibility. There are many reasons 
for prioritising children’s participation, 
starting with the UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UN, 
1989), where the child’s right to partici-
pation is stated as a non-conditional hu-
man right. Additionally, children’s parti-
cipation and a play-responsive pedagogy 
will enhance children’s meaning-making 
and learning (Pramling et al., 2019). 
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Play is an important aspect of children’s 
perspectives that enables a sharing of 
their worlds. Finally, children’s partici-
pation means recognising that children 
contribute with other knowledges and 
perspectives to the contextual realities 
and issues at hand.

During the ESD projects, many teach-
ers became aware of the empowering 
effects of a child-oriented pedagogical 
approach. Agency is often highlighted 
together with child participation, and I 
stress that agency is not only the possibi-
lity for children to be active. Agency, as a 
theoretical concept, is being able to dis-
tance oneself and implement an acknow-
ledgement of possibilities to intervene, 
and have space for acting. Therefore, a 
whole school approach to ECEfS must 
include the children, promoting their 
interests and ideas to achieve inter-sub-
jectivity, finding the ’tricky’ balance 
between the children’s and the teachers’ 
initiatives, and empowering children 
through authentic and contextual activi-
ties. If we plan for such an approach, my 
experience is that the children often are 
the drivers of the projects and actions for 
sustainability.

In the Ifous research program, entitled 
Sustainable Preschool, the 200 participa-
ting Swedish preschool teachers reported 

that recycling was the most mentioned 
content (Ärlemalm-Hagsér, Engdahl, & 
Pramling Samuelsson, 2023). Recycling 
can start from the youngest age, with 
learning the waste symbols and where 
to put waste, but for the older preschoo-
lers, in some preschools this subject was 
developed into themes including finan-
cial aspects as well as changing lifestyles. 
Other commonly reported areas were 
plant cultivation in various ways as well 
as questions about animals and nature. 
Children must process that we are de-
pendent on the nature around us and 
that the diversity of plants and animals 
are important for the future of life on 
Earth. It is about weaving in the rapidly 
changing living conditions for all living 
things, thus expanding from questions 
of biology to ecology (Pramling Samu-
elsson, Engdahl & Ärlemalm-Hagsér, 
2024). 

Many preschool teachers in the pro-
gram also linked their work with the 
UNCRC (UN, 1989) to ESD. Teachers’ 
collaborating with others and reaching 
outside one’s own preschool became a 
way of giving a voice, space and influen-
ce on preschool children’s thoughts and 
suggestions in broader society.

However, reorienting to ECEfS de-
mands professional and skilled teachers 

and educators. There is no more ur-
gent topic for in-service and pre-service 
education than ESD (Engdahl & Furu, 
2022). Within an Erasmus project, I 
had the pleasure to develop a free online 
course specifically for Early Childhood 
Educators in Early Childhood Education 
for Sustainable Development, Sustaina-
bility from the Start (edChild et al., 2023). 
It was a collaborative effort between 
Kristianstad University in Sweden, the 
organisation edChild and OMEP across 
Croatia, the Czech Republic, France, 
Ireland and Sweden. The course is av-
ailable in the app ECE Academy and 
offered in multiple languages. Another 
tool for reorienting towards high quality 
ECEfS is the OMEP ESD Rating Scale 
(OMEP, 2019). This scale offers teachers 
a broader understanding of the concept 
sustainable development, promotes a 
joint professional language and may en-
able assessment of which content areas 
are included or still to be included in the 
early childhood education (ECE) pro-
gram and setting. 

One necessary professional skill for 
teachers is the capacity to communica-
te in a way that children readily express 
their ideas and share focus, level and 
content with the teacher (Engdahl et al., 
2023). The teachers’ skills in sharing at-
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tention with the children are necessary 
to achieve a common sustainability fo-
cus. Children’s voices are to be respec-
ted and treated as important, especially 
in the ECE institutions created for them, 
but also in society generally around the 
intergenerational dialogue on issues of 
intergenerational importance. The UN-
CRC (UN, 1989) empowers the right for 
these voices, albeit coming from a social 
group that is not yet allowed to vote. 

Our generation is probably one of the 
last that based on the complexity of the 
situation can and must take responsi-
bility to accomplish the challenging 
changes. It is of highest importance to 
strengthen a sustainable and just road, 
in the best interests of the children, for 
humankind, and for the planet. 
(Višnjić-Jevtić et al., 2021, p. 267).

Lastly, I am convinced that many teach-
ers share my dedication to children par-

ticipating in society towards a sustaina-
ble world. Together, we must all address 
the most urgent challenge of our time: 
Transformation at all levels towards sus-
tainability. ECE settings can decisively 
contribute to how societies achieve the 
SDGs (UN, 2015). This transformati-
ve process must be based on children’s 
participation. Today’s children – not us 

– will live through most of the 21st cen-
tury.
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tt Global and local intersects – ECEfS in Australia 

In this paper, I reflect on local and glo-
bal intersects with implications for ear-
ly childhood education for sustainabili-
ty (ECEfS) in Australia. At the TND8 
public lecture, I shared our excitement 
in Australia about a new sustainability 
principle in the recently updated Ear-
ly Years Learning Framework (AGDE, 
2022). We join a handful of countries 
globally that now explicitly include sus-
tainability in their early childhood cur-
ricula, however we must ask what next 
to drive ECEfS implementation across 
the Australian early childhood educa-
tion field. We do this in the somewhat 
unique context of Australia being highly 
prone to climate change events, but also 
a so-called “lifeboat” island nation in 
the face of climate change. A somewhat 
perplexing context for us all that has im-
plications for urgent ECEfS implemen-
tation.

a new principle
The recently updated Belonging, being and 
becoming: Early years learning framework 
for Australia (AGDE, 2022) incorpora-
tes a new sustainability principle. This 
has been a pivotal milestone in Aus-
tralia after several decades of advocacy 

by local professional networks and the 
long-standing international contribu-
tions of Australian researchers (Elliott, 
Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Davis, 2020; Da-
vis, 2009; Dyment et al., 2014; Emery et 
al., 2017; O’Gorman, 2017). Particularly 
when one considers barely a decade ago 
a shortsighted Australian Productivity 
Commission Review (2014) removed a 
sustainability standard from the Natio-
nal Quality Standard (ACECQA, 2013) 
based on arguments it was too subjective, 
not integral to the quality of EC services 
and not being well addressed by EC ser-
vices anyway. We seem to bob about fo-
rever among the waves of changing po-
litical priorities in both early childhood 
education and sustainability.

The updated framework acknowledges 
the challenges facing “humanity and the 
planet we share with all living things” 
and identifies educators and children 
as having “important and active roles 
to play in creating and promoting sus-
tainable communities” (AGDE, 2022, 
p. 17). These sentiments are supported 
by a multi-dimensional definition of 
sustainability comprising intertwined 
environmental, social, and economic 
dimensions. Somewhat predictably, the 
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framework fell short of recognising a 
political dimension (UNESCO, 2010); 
however, it does cite “children’s agen-
cy and their right to be active partici-
pants in all matters affecting their lives” 
(AGDE, 2022, p. 18). 

One notable challenge for implemen-
tation is the limited elaboration of the 
sustainability principle across the five 
learning outcomes. A broader coverage 
beyond the readily identifiable “Lear-
ning Outcome 2: Children are connec-
ted with and contribute to their world” 
(AGDE, 2022, p. 38) is required to em-
bed whole service approaches to sustai-
nability as long advocated (Davis, 2015). 
In addition, previous Australian research 
has identified early childhood educator 
limitations around sustainability con-
tent knowledge and pedagogical app-
roaches (Dyment et al., 2014; Elliott et 
al., 2016); hence, guidance is essential 
for effective implementation. Amidst 
these challenges, I now turn to the global 
intersect that compels us to act swiftly 
to ensure all educators are well equipped.

global intersects
Several global scientific authorities have 
declared 2023 was the globally hottest 
year (NOAA, 2024). Specifically, Aus-
tralia’s State of the Environment Report 

(Metcalfe & Costello, 2021) reminds us 
that “Climate change and its impacts, 
in terms of changes in the frequency, 
intensity and distribution of extreme 
events, are key pressures on the persis-
tence of Australian environments as we 
know them, with knock-on effects on 
society” (p. 8). The report elaborates 
that extreme climate events including 
wildfire, drought, floods and heat waves 
are most often increasing in frequency 
across Australia’s sparsely populated is-
land nation. Personally, I cannot escape 
the daily shifting media reports about fi-
res to the west and floods to the north; 
yet, well recognize the global injustices 
of being somewhat comfortably located 
in a Western nation supposedly well-re-
sourced to deal with these calamities. I 
also recognise those Australians spea-
king from raw and personal experiences 
would not necessarily agree. 

The observed impacts of such events 
on young children have come to the fore 
in Australia; for example, a paediatrici-
an described treating children for cuts 
or infections acquired during flood res-
cues, but also the need for medication 
to reduce post-trauma anxiety (Nay-
lor, 2022). One child-focused initiative 
on offer is Birdie’s Tree (Queensland 
Centre for Perinatal and Infant Mental 

Health [QCPIMH], 2018), a suite of re-
sources to support the mental health and 
emotional wellbeing for families, specifi-
cally during natural disasters. The reali-
ties of this situation reinforce the global 
calls to both recognize and address the 
links between climate change, children’s 
rights and children’s current and future 
wellbeing (Clark et al., 2020; UNICEF, 
2021). 

A final global intersect is the notion 
of Australia being a contemporary “li-
feboat” nation in terms of preparedness 
and the capacity for resilience in the face 
of climate change. King and Jones (2021) 
examined this notion in detail and offer 
an alternative term “nodes of persisting 
complexity”.

These are defined as nations with ’fa-
vourable starting conditions’ that may 
allow them to retain localised, higher 
levels of societal, technological and or-
ganisational complexity for promoting 
resilience and system change. They offer 
a global shortlist comprising Australia, 
Ireland, New Zealand, Iceland and the 
UK, thus predominantly temperate de-
veloped island nations with lower popu-
lation densities. 

These three global intersects create a 
somewhat perplexing context for all en-
gaged in the implementation of our new 
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Australian sustainability principle. Not 
only do we deal with the physical reali-
ties of frequent climate change events for 
families and children, we must ameliora-
te any longer-term health and well-be-
ing impacts, and at the same time, instil 
preparedness and capacities for new and 
different ways of being in ’nodes of per-
sisting complexity’. 

implementation 
With the above considerations in mind, 
I share some pragmatic thoughts on 
driving ECEfS implementation. Sig-
nificantly, no funded resources are cur-
rently available from relevant govern-
ment departments or authorities, yet the 
new sustainability principle is mandated 
from 2024 onwards and subject to on-si-
te quality assurance assessment. I argue 
it is simply not enough to offer a new 
principle and expect informed educator 
uptake. Here I offer a checklist of possi-
bilities and examples, only some are un-
derway in Australia to date.

 

· Regulatory and quality assurance bo-
dies promote understandings about 
ECEfS and priorities in the field, htt-
ps://www.acecqa.gov.au/latest-news/
blog?f%5B0%5D=categories%3A1666

· Professional standards and codes of 
conduct reflect an ethic of sustainabi-
lity, 
· Early childhood education stakehol-
ders, such as management bodies and 
professional associations, demonstrate 
leadership through sustainability posi-
tion statements and policies, 
· In-service professional learning of-
fers varied accessible platforms, such as 
on-site mentors, webinars and learning 
circles (Elliott et al., 2016), 
· Designated centre-based sustainability 
champions are leaders in their commu-
nities supported by networks and men-
tors. 
· Pre-service teacher education courses 
consistently include sustainability stu-
dies (Davis & Davis, 2020; Evans et al., 
2022). 
· A national ECEfS online repository 
offers a recognized and relevant source 
for educators, https://tewhariki.tki.org.
nz/en/teaching-strategies-and-resour-
ces/contribution/education-for-a-cli-
mate-changing-future/
· Research and practice informed publi-
cations support educators (Davis & El-
liott, 2024) 
· Sustainable building design and retro-
fitting exemplifies leading sustainable 
service infrastructure and offers lear-

ning opportunities.
· Research initiatives around imple-
mentation of the new sustainability 
principle and beyond promote eviden-
ce-based practice and deeper under-
standings. 

conclusion 
Therefore, although we share much ex-
citement about the new principle, the 
compelling global and local intersects 
and long checklist of pragmatic possibi-
lities is perhaps overwhelming. Perhaps 
there are relatable possibilities here for 
other nations. Personally, at my late ca-
reer stage, I leave this to others to gra-
sp the ECEfS baton and run swiftly to 
facilitate young children as key players 
in creating global “nodes of persisting 
complexity”. 
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of child and planet

It is crucial for children, that the adult 
communities, from families, to local, 
national and international authorities 
and organisations, take intergeneratio-
nal responsibility with the necessary ac-
tions of humanity and care for children 
and the planet. Today we have accumu-
lated knowledge of child development 
and needs, and we have evidence-based 
knowledge of the climate state and the 
needs of the planet’s lands, oceans, and 
life organisms. This means that we al-
ready have a grounded knowledge base 
for taking wise actions and steps for de-
veloping hope for the next generation. 
But sadly history has shown that these 
areas of research are often ignored or 
lose the research game of funding and 
seriousness on behalf of research that 
creates economic growth, speed, and 
effective societies. Children’s lives are 
often neglected in world agendas and 
societies and the planet loses when mea-
sures of economic growth rule the world. 
These words come from Charlie Chaplin 
in his classic speech in the film The Dicta-
tor from 1940.

Greed has poisoned men’s souls, has 
barricaded the world with hate, has goo-
se-stepped us into misery and bloods-
hed. We have developed speed, but we 
have shut ourselves in. Machinery that 
gives abundance has left us in want. Our 
knowledge has made us cynical. Our 
cleverness, hard and unkind. We think 
too much and feel too little. More than 
machinery, we need humanity. More 
than cleverness, we need kindness and 
gentleness. Without these qualities, life 
will be violent, and all will be lost ...

At the beginning of World War II, he 
appealed very strongly to man’s huma-
nity and warned us all of “machine thin-
king”. This speech can remind us of that 
cleverness alone, artificial intelligence 
alone, is not the ultimate goal of educa-
tion. Without a negotiated value-based 
curriculum, where kindness, gentleness 
and action for the protection of children 
and planet are central, education can fail 
the individual as well as the future. 

Taking learning points from history 
and ongoing crises in civil societies, I 
will suggest three overlapping paths for 
future research, which all must be value 
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based and must contribute to a concreti-
sation of the political concept, Sustaina-
ble Future. 

· The first overlapping path is to con-
tinue to work with locally anchored 
approaches to practice-developmental 
research (Ødegaard, 2021; Wallerstedt 
et al., 2023). Early childhood research 
must be sensitive to local cultures and 
landscapes when working with child-
ren, families and institutions. 
· The second overlapping path is to de-
velop theory and methodology suitable 
for giving voice to the most vulnerable 
and/or unrepresented among children 
and families. This could include child-
ren from the global south, Indigenous 
or refugee backgrounds, and/or child-
ren with urgent or permanent need of 
special support. Survival kit, play, joy 
and hope should be integrated into the 
research design. 
· The third overlapping path is to in-
clude co-creation and innovation in 
research designs. A manifold of stake-
holders might have a better chance of 
approaching, understanding and sol-
ving wicked problems, than the early 
childhood researcher alone.

 

Therefore, the next step for early child-
hood education for sustainability resear-
ch is to join forces between interdiscipli-
nary teams and design research projects 
that include research areas of leadership 
and governance, economy, ecology, so-
ciality and education. Education will in-
clude both early childhood education, as 
well as higher education and further de-
velopment (professional development). 

In times of multiple and entangled cri-
ses, due to wars, climate change neglect, 
and multiple wicked problems that harm 
the most vulnerable, the next step of ear-
ly childhood education and care should 
be to undertake collaborative research 
initiatives where co-creation and peda-
gogical innovation include collaborators 
across academia, organisations and sta-
keholders from the early childhood edu-
cational field. Early childhood research-
ers have a responsibility to not forget the 
history or local culture, but take the best 
from the tradition, be sensitive to cultu-
res and landscapes, when designing and 
arguing for the best interests of children, 
families, education and planet (Oro-
pilla & Ødegaard, 2021). Researchers 
must make sure that all the accumulated 
knowledge of children’s development, 
needs, and local situations have an im-
pact on policies of change and hope for 

sustainable futures. 
Early childhood education and care is 

not only a crucial phase in a child’s deve-
lopment, but it is also a crucial place for 
professions, for local and world leaders 
and politicians to study and learn from 
quality aspects of how quality education 
can lead to wisdom, kindness and pro-
mote the importance of formative de-
velopment. Kindness and collaboration 
are values that are often associated with 
the history of early childhood education 
and care, an educational approach where 
the social and emotional development of 
young children is seen as integrated with 
academic and formative developme-
nt. It is on these important arguments 
that future early childhood education 
for sustainability research must deepen 
our knowledge on how children, as part 
of intergenerational communities, expe-
rience, explore, discover and learn (Oro-
pilla & Ødegaard, 2021). 

To conclude; the next step for Early 
Childhood Education for Sustainabi-
lity research will be to highlight values 
of survival for the next generation, the 
planet, and to join forces in and beyond 
early childhood education research. Re-
search designs that co-create with dif-
ferent stakeholders will be crucial. It is 
an important responsibility for the early 



25

references 
· Ødegaard, E. E. (2021). Reimagining “Collaborative 
Exploration” – A signature pedagogy for sustainabili-
ty in early childhood education and care. Sustainability, 
13 (9). 
· OMEP World (2022). Towards a Decade of Early Child-
hood Care & Education. Decade-ENG-SP-FR_36p.pdf 
(omepworld.org)
· Oropilla, C. T. & Ødegaard, E. E. (2021). Strengthe-

ning the call for intentional intergenerational pro-
grammes towards sustainable futures for children and 
families. Sustainability, 13 (10).

· Wallerstedt, C., Brooks, E., Ødegaard, E. E. & Pram-
ling, N. (2023). Methodology for research with early child-
hood education and care professionals – Example studies 
and theoretical elaboration. Springer Nature Publishing 
Company.
 

childhood researchers to bear in mind 
the best interests of the child when cre-
ating and engaging in sustainability re-
search. To advocate for children’s rights 
to humanity and sustainable futures 
could be achieved through a UN Decade 
of Early Childhood Education (OMEP 
World, 2022). A UN Decade of Early 
Childhood Education would give atten-
tion and resources to deepen knowledge 
in the best interests of children from a 
global and intergenerational perspective.
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For decades, many of my colleagues and 
myself working with learning for sustai-
nable development have embedded this 
theme into our university outdoor edu-
cation teaching, mostly taking students 
out into the forest or other nature areas. 
Working at a university located in the 
centre of Oslo, OsloMet, the environ-
ment surrounding the campus is urban. 
Most of our early childhood teacher stu-
dents will work in urbanised landscapes. 
At the same time, there is an increased 
pressure on green areas. 80% of Nor-
wegians live in cities or densely built-up 
areas. Compared with the 1950s, only 
20-30% of green areas still exist (Miljø-
direktoratet, 2023). Sustainable develop-
ment is a core value defined according 
to the UN, including environmental, 
social, and economic aspects. From the 
Norwegian Framework Plan for the con-
tent and tasks of kindergartens (UDIR, 
2017): Sustainable development is about 
how people who are alive today can have their 
basic needs met without denying future gene-
rations the opportunity to fulfil theirs (p. 10). 
In addition: The children shall be given out-
door experiences and discover the diversity of 
the natural world, and kindergartens shall 
help the children to feel connectedness with 

nature (p. 11) The first quote follows the 
UN definition (Brundtland, 1987), and 
the second gives direction for the use of 
the outdoors connected to education for 
sustainable development. The second 
points towards the necessity to take the 
children outdoors and promote an awa-
reness of the natural diversity in the local 
areas around kindergartens. 

In the following, I reflect on ways to 
raise awareness of how to work with 
education for sustainable development 
during early childhood.

sustainability, biodiversity 
and children’s play
Suburban landscapes are commonly 
transformed from a rural to a more den-
sely built housing area with high-rise 
blocks, detached houses, and villas. Ur-
ban environments are different, they 
are diverse and of importance for the 
children living there (Beery et.al, 2020; 
Malone, 2013). There are several studies 
analysing landscapes for children’s play 
using the theories of affordances and 
theories of visual perception (Fjørtoft, 
2001; Heft, 1986; Kyttä, 2004; Sandse-
ter, 2010).

Just as affordances refer to the function 
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of the landscapes, biodiversity connects 
to diversity and the numbers of species. 
Looking only at the landscape function 
for play may leave out important aspects 
to be addressed in education for sustai-
nability such as nature connections and 
the richness of sensory experiences. 

In an action research project to pro-
mote increased physical activity for all 
children, we saw the importance of small 
pockets of green areas inspiring the 
children regarding play and movement. 
These places were not designed as play-
grounds, most of them were hidden in-
between built-up areas and busy roads. 
(Jørgensen-Vittersø & Kaarby, 2021). 
A further investigation of registration 
of plant species across the neighbour-
hoods of three early childhood institu-
tions combined with the registration of 
the places the children preferred to play 
showed an interesting pattern. Places 
with high biodiversity overlapped with 
places preferred for play and movement 
by the kindergarten children. 

art of seeing, 
walking the landscape
One way to be aware of the local en-
vironment is simply to walk the lands-
cape, slowly. Walking with children fol-
lowing their pace is to become aware of 

the qualities of the landscapes, not only 
for humans, but also for other species. 

In Oslo, there are environmental city 
projects re-opening streams and rivers 
to restore blue and green environments 
(City of Oslo, 2023). One award-win-
ning example is Hovinbekken, a stream 
within the same area as the early child-
hood institutions reporting above about 
the importance of green areas in their 
local environments. 
Walking along this waterway from its 

origins down to the city centre gives an 
insight into the places with rich biodiver-
sity and sensory experiences for children. 
The effect on wildlife is well-documen-
ted, however, the experiences this en-
vironment offers children is less explo-
red. Their experiences can be explored 
in light of life phenomenology as being 
embodied (Bengtsson, 2002; Merle-
au-Ponty, 1962) and emplaced (Casey, 
1993). Across all the places depicted in 
Figures 1–4, there were different smells, 
sounds and the ground offered different 
tactile and kinaesthetic experiences. 

Figure 1: Road.

Figure 2: Into the wild.
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Figure 3: Pond – habitat for birds.

Figure 4: Trees for climbing.
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If we are not aware of these places, they 
are often not used by children. I argue 
early childhood student teachers do not 
learn to look for these places, if they are 
not trained to do so. 

entanglements 
and the more-than-human
Even in the inner city of Oslo, we find 
small areas that offer important con-
nections between children and the mo-
re-than-human. One example are the pi-
geon houses that can be found in parks, 
backyards and vacant lots as depicted in 
Figures 5 and 6. 

urban or sustainable?
Answering the question urban or sustai-
nable, I argue that we go for both. We 
need to work with lenses to see the po-
tential of urban landscapes and develop 
good practices for sustainability in edu-
cation. One way is to develop methods 
combining data from biodiversity and 
children moving and dwelling in biodi-
verse and sensory rich environments.

I see a need for new perspectives on 
how and where we teach sustainability 
and engage in the environment when 
working with early childhood teachers in 
urban and suburban areas. As educators 
in early childhood teacher education, we 

Figure 5: Pigeon House.

Figure 6 a & b: 
Backyards.
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are challenged to empower pre-servi-
ce teachers to see the possibilities, find 
good places for encounters with plants 
and animals and good places for outdoor 
play and exploration.

Rethinking early childhood teacher 
education in times of the Anthropoce-
ne, we need to look at what education 
for sustainability may be. In this respect, 
there are some possibilities I suggest we 
investigate further:

· Transformative and interdisciplinary 
teaching and learning (Wals, 2014). Ad-
ding the action aspect to education for 
sustainability.

· Slow pedagogy (Clark, 2023), think 
time and pace when working with child-
ren. 

· Wild pedagogy (Jickling et.al., 2018) 
especially looking for wild places in den-
sely built areas. 

· Awareness of the web of connections 
and ways to work with the children in 
their local environments will be a chal-
lenge for the future. 
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early childhood education for sustainability practices

Early Childhood Education for Sustai-
nability (ECEfS) has gained significant 
momentum in recent years, recognizing 
the essential role of early education in 
fostering sustainable mindsets and prac-
tices (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2017). 
This paper articulates the need for qu-
antitative research methodologies in 
ECEfS, building on existing literature 
and emphasizing the importance of em-
pirical evidence in policy and practice. 

ECEfS transcends conventional teaching 
methods by embedding sustainable 
values and practices into the core of 
early education. As noted by UNESCO 
(2008) and Pramling Samuelsson and 
Kaga (2008), ECEfS aims to cultivate 
a lifelong commitment to sustainability 
among young children. Recognising its 
importance, UNESCO has stressed the 
integration of sustainability into early 
childhood education as a crucial strategy 
for achieving the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) (UNESCO, 2015). 
Countries like Australia and Sweden 
have already prioritized this integration 
within their preschool curricula (AGDE, 

2022; Skolverket, 2018). Such a concer-
ted effort aims to instill sustainability 
competencies early among young child-
ren (Pramling Samuelsson, 2011), laying 
the groundwork for sustainable futures. 
To achieve the best possible outcomes in 
ECEfS, it is vital to develop a thorough 
grasp of the policy and curriculum ma-
terials relevant to this domain (Li et 
al., 2019; Pamuk et al., 2021). However, 
more than the mere inclusion of sustai-
nability in the curriculum is required 
to ensure the delivery of high-quality 
ECEfS practices (Borg & Samuelsson, 
2022). The role of preschool teachers 
is paramount in effectively delivering 
ECEfS practices, as highlighted by Dy-
ment et al. (2014) and Inoue (2016). 
While the OMEP Environmental Ra-
ting Scale for Sustainable Development 
in Early Childhood (ERS-SDEC) was 
implemented in several countries to in-
vestigate progress in ECEfS practices, 
there is still a need for research to bet-
ter define and evaluate these practices, 
as underlined by Siraj-Blatchford et al. 
(2016) and Kahriman et al. (2019). 

In a recent systematic review, Guler-Yil-
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diz et al. (2021) noted that preschool 
teachers’ ECEfS practices tend to focus 
on the environmental pillar of sustai-
nability, although other pillars are now 
gaining recognition. It is worth noting 
that much of the existing ECEfS resear-
ch has relied on qualitative methodolo-
gies, such as interviews and observations, 
to gain insights into preschool teachers’ 
practices. While these methods have sig-
nificantly contributed to a deeper under-
standing of ECEfS practices, there rema-
ins a notable gap in research concerning 
the definition of these practices and the 
factors influencing them from a holistic 
perspective, including social and econo-
mic pillars.  

I argue that quantitative research 
methodologies are crucial in construc-
ting a thorough understanding of Early 
Childhood Education for Sustainability 
(ECEfS). These methodologies enable 
the quantification of variables associated 
with preschool teachers’ competencies 
and their influence on ECEfS practices 
(Harrison & Wang, 2018). By transfor-
ming these variables into numerical data, 
quantitative approaches allow for statis-
tical analysis to reveal patterns, cause-ef-
fect relationships, correlations, trends 
and norms (Martin & Bridgmon, 2012). 
Such research is especially beneficial for 

comparative studies, including those 
involving cross-cultural comparisons 
or different time periods. Quantitative 
research offers empirical evidence that 
is vital for policymakers and educators 
to make informed decisions (Burns & 
Schuller, 2007). It enables the evalu-
ation of the impact of various ECEfS 
practices and interventions, thus provi-
ding an objective approach to assessing 
program outcomes. Statistical analyses 
aid in determining the statistical signi-
ficance of findings, suggesting whether 
observed changes or relationships are 
likely due to more than just chance (Fra-
enkel et al., 2018). This adds a level of 
rigor and reliability to ECEfS research. 
Reliable measurement of progress when 
implementing sustainability practices is 
crucial to promote the transparency of 
these efforts (Kahriman et al., 2019).

In conclusion, the significance of 
ECEfS is well-established within the li-
terature. However, there appears to be 
a noticeable incongruity in the practi-
ces adopted by preschool teachers, with 
a primary focus on environmental edu-
cation, as evidenced by various resear-
ch studies. This highlights the pressing 
need for the development of concrete, 
valid, and reliable indicators that can ef-
fectively demonstrate the components 

and impact of ECEfS practices empiri-
cally. The implementation of such me-
asures will aid in improving the effecti-
veness of ECEfS practices. The scarcity 
of quantitative research in this area un-
derscores the need for further explora-
tion to guide informed decision-making 
in promoting ECEfS. While qualitative 
research offers valuable insights into in-
dividual experiences and perspectives, 
quantitative research complements this 
by providing systematic, measurable 
data. Exploratory and descriptive qu-
antitative approaches are deemed to ad-
vance insights into ECEfS practices. By 
developing a better understanding of the 
factors influencing preschool teachers’ 
ECEfS practices, we can work towards 
building a more sustainable future for all, 
as teachers hold the potential to signifi-
cantly influence children’s knowledge 
and attitudes towards sustainability. 
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introduction
Providing children with an education 
that supports a respect for Nature is 
a legal curriculum entitlement, speci-
fied under Article 29 1 (e) of the Uni-
ted Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC), as follows: “The 
development of respect for the natu-
ral environment” (UNCRC, 1989, p. 
9). During my PhD research, I worked 
with children and early childhood edu-
cation and care (ECEC) practitioners 
to explore their perspectives and views 
under Article 29 1 (e) to demonstrate 
how they could contribute to developing 
a “bottoms-up” transformative child 
rights-based education for sustainable 
development (ESD) approach. My fin-
dings indicated that young children de-
fine their own relationship with Nature 
and make their own connections with it. 
Furthermore, in claiming their right to 
education about Nature, they also esta-
blish their own definitions of participa-
tion. However, for ECEC practitioners 
to fulfil their duty-bearing responsibili-

ties under Article 29 1 (e), much more 
must be done regarding leadership and 
resources (training, time, and regular ac-
cess to Nature) to promote such an app-
roach.

methodology
The study was divided into two itera-
tions. The first iteration took place over 
a 9-month period in an early childhood 
setting in Southeast Ireland in 2019. 
Grounded in a child rights-based, par-
ticipatory methodological paradigm, 
methods using nature-based activities 
were designed with the support of a 
Children’s Research Advisory Group 
(CRAG) (n = 7) (3–5yrs) (Lundy & 
McEvoy, 2011; 2012). They were subse-
quently implemented with a second 
group of child participants (n = 9) (2–3-
yrs) for data collection (Ranta, 2023). 
The second iteration followed a partici-
patory action research (PAR) approach 
to share the children’s contributions 
with ECEC practitioners. In keeping 
with the concept of a “bottoms up” edu-

bio
Muireann Ranta is an IRC Gov of Ireland Scholar 
and final year PhD candidate with socialCORE at 
the South East Technological University. With over 
20 years of practice in early childhood education and 
care (ECEC), her areas of interest focus on Nature as 
a learning environment and children’s rights. Provi-
ding children with an education that supports respect 
for Nature is a legal curriculum entitlement specified 
under Article 29 1 (e) of the United Nations Con-
vention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). As part of 
her research, she has worked with young children and 
ECEC practitioners to explore their own perspectives 
and views of Nature learning under this education 
right. Her work provides empirical knowledge for the 
further development of education for sustainable de-
velopment (ESD) for the ECEC sector under young 
children’s own definitions of their education and par-
ticipatory rights.

Big Mac and Unicorns: Exploring a child rights-based transformative 
ESD approach for early childhood education and care with young 
children and ECEC practitioners



35

cational approach (Ferreria et al., 2015), 
this research space was conceptualised 
as a “community of practice” (CoP) 
to work directly with practitioners to 
gain their professional insights (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991).

findings from the children
The findings suggested that given the 
right resources (access to Nature, time, 
flexibility, and a familiar listening adult), 
children define their relationship with 
Nature and connect with it. This rang-
es from how they engage with natural 
artefacts to choosing their play to share 
knowledge and ideas. The findings also 
showed that taking the time to listen 
to these Nature connections then using 
them to influence learning in the rese-
arch space meant that the child partici-
pants themselves could contribute com-
petently to developing an ESD approach 
that had meaning for them. For example, 
a keen interest in animals could be 
identified among the child participants, 
which promoted learning activities such 
as insect hunts and making bird feeders. 
Figure 1 provides examples of some of 
the children’s knowledge about insects.

Furthermore, as the children made 
these connections, they helped shape 
a series of definitions of participation 

Figure 1: Extracts from the child participants’ self-published text, The Children’s Nature Book, sharing their 
perspectives on insects.
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that supported my responsibility of en-
suring that their participatory rights 
were authentically enjoyed. In this study, 
I identified various modes of child parti-
cipation, e.g., verbal, or non-verbal partici-
pation, free-flowing participation, relational 
participation, engagement with research tools 
and cultural participation. By taking the-
se definitions of participation, alongside 
the child participants’ own Nature con-
nections, I could establish how young 
children can be supported as partners 
with rights in creating authentic ESD 
curricula. An overview is offered in Ta-
ble 1.

However, establishing that level of par-
ticipation required much time, which, 
when presented to the ECEC practition-
ers in iteration two, was problematic.

findings from practitioners
Findings indicated several areas that 
could be considered as possibilities or 
barriers for a child rights ESD approach. 
First was an area I have called existing 
knowledge that analysed practitioners’ 
knowledge of ESD and children’s rights. 
The analysis identified clear examples of 
varying degrees of learning about sus-
tainability and child rights approaches 
in different settings. The most common 
forms of sustainable practices included 

Table 1: Overview of findings for developing a child rights-based research methodology.
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recycling and composting, reusing mate-
rials for art, water management and lear-
ning about Nature. Practitioners descri-
bed child rights approaches as: listening 
to young children’s interests in orga-
nising activities; giving opportunities 
to make choices; and, having flexibility 
within an activity to change direction to 
follow the children’s lead. Some barriers 
identified were the limited access to Na-
ture for some settings and a lack of sus-
tainability training or knowledge among 
the practitioners.

The second area was practitioners’ capa-
city to enact change as the possibilities to 
make the changes necessary in everyday 
practice for more sustainable behaviours 
varied within the group. Sageidet (2014) 
argues that an educator’s attitude and 
the value they place on the importance 
of sustainability plays a role in effecti-
ve ESD. However, Ferreira et al. (2015) 
maintain that without support from 
management or colleagues, the capaci-
ty to change to more pro-environmen-
tal behaviours at a whole system or, in 
this case, the whole setting level is also 

a barrier. Moody and Dahlberg (2019) 
further this by underlining that to effect 
change across a complex system such as 
ECEC practitioner training, change is 
required amongst a wide range of trai-
ning institutes, universities, government 
agencies, statutory authorities, and early 
years settings. Within this study, having 
the capacity and support to make chang-
es to practice differed between partici-
pants. 

The final area of interest, I named pa-
radigms of pedagogy (hooks, 1994; 2003) 
and involved an examination of early 
childhood pedagogy with the practitio-
ner participants. While slow pedagogy 
(Clark, 2020) and listening relational pe-
dagogy (Lyndon et al., 2019) were iden-
tified as mutually reinforcing within a 
rights based ESD approach, participants 
also highlighted a need to instil a sense of 
wonderment. Specifically, wonderment 
surrounding Nature for the practition-
ers themselves before considering the 
more practical aspects of sharing sustai-
nability knowledge with young children. 
Additionally, the participants considered 

that linking sustainability practices with 
funding and policy could further change 
behaviour.

conclusion
Under the CRC, young children should 
be supported as partners in ESD curri-
culum-making and overall education 
that develops a respect for the natural 
environment. However, ensuring that 
ECEC practitioners can fulfil their edu-
cational responsibilities requires more 
leadership (whole system buy-in at go-
vernment and local setting levels) and re-
sources (access to Nature, training, time 
and extra hands). Contributions from 
both study iterations offered insights 
into what a ’bottoms up’ transforma-
tive approach looks like and where the 
opportunities are for all those involved 
early childhood education and beyond 
to contribute.
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t Revisiting and developing peace education in early childhood
In this paper, I focus on the need to re-
visit peace education, and to develop 
and strengthen peace education in ear-
ly childhood, as part of early childhood 
education for sustainability. Peace edu-
cation refers to humanitarian concerns, 
equal rights, liberty, equality, social 
justice, and social competences. Both 
scholars and (early childhood) teachers 
have emphasized the relationships with 
sustainable development, environmen-
tal education and value education. Peace 
education is central in the Earth Charter 
and in the Global Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 16. Alfonso (2014) defines 
peace education in early childhood. Em-
bedded in sociocultural theory. I explore 
the literature and approaches to deve-
loping and strengthening peace educa-
tion in early childhood. I argue for peace 
education as integral to early childhood 
education for sustainability (ECEfS). 
Acknowledging children as being and 
becoming global and ecological citizens, 
peace education may further pedagogi-
es to promote humane, sustainable, and 
just societies on all levels from small 
groups in kindergarten to the global so-
ciety of humankind.

introduction
There has been a considerable interna-
tional increase in research output and 
capacities around early childhood edu-
cation for sustainability (ECEfS) over 
the last decade. This has been inspired 
by the United Nation’s Decade for Edu-
cation for Sustainable Development 
(UNESCO, 2012), the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) (United 
Nations, 2015), and networking and 
collaborations in the field (Emery et 
al., 2017; Elliott et al. 2020; Güler et al., 
2021). Researchers may build further on 
their capacities in various directions, for 
example, towards the integrating peace 
education in ECEfS. Multiple ongoing 
conflicts on our planet, for example the 
current wars in Ukraine, Israel-Gaza and 
Sudan, sadly remind us of the importan-
ce to revisit, develop and strengthen pea-
ce education, and to integrate it into ear-
ly childhood education (Alfonso, 2014).

Peace education is as old as mankind 
and was defined by philosophers like 
Rousseau (1712–1778) and Kant (1724–
1804). They did not use the term “pea-
ce education”, but emphasized similar 
themes, like humanitarian concerns, 
equal rights, liberty, equality, and soci-
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al justice. Peace education’s early focus 
has been on disarmament and the pre-
vention of war. Critical peace education 
grew from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the 
Oppressed (Bajaj & Brantmeier, 2011; 
Freire, 1970). Critical peace education is 
framed as problem-posing, dialogical and 
analytical in nature, leading to a critical 
consciousness for transformative action. 

The Earth Charter (Earth Charter 
Commission, 2000) has been an im-
portant international, intercultural, and 
interreligious document with a special 
focus on non-violence and peace, and 
thus complementary to the Brundtland 
report (WCED, 1987). Informed by 
ethical principles for sustainability, it is a 
valuable resource to generate reflections 
that may lead to changes in attitudes, 
values and behaviours (Corcoran, 2012). 
The Sustainable Development Goal 16, 
promotes “peaceful and inclusive socie-
ties for sustainable development, and 
provide access to justice to all and build 
effective, accountable, and inclusive in-
stitutions at all levels” (United Nations, 
2015). Building on sociocultural theory 
(Vygotsky, 1986), in this literature study 
I research the question: How can peace 
education in early childhood be deve-
loped and strengthened as integral to 
ECEfS?

peace education and peace 
education in early childhood 
education
Peace education is broadly defined as the 
educational policy, planning, pedagogy, 
and practice that develops awareness, 
skills and values toward peace (Alfonso, 
2014). Peace education has developed as 
a scholarly field over the past 40 years, 
from the field of peace and conflict stu-
dies, mainly founded by the Norwegian 
sociologist Galtung (1969). 

The holistic approach to early child-
hood education creates an open door to 
the integration of peace education (Al-
fonso, 2014). Peace education in kinder-
garten is based on the Human Rights 
and the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UN, 1989). Alfonso (2014) defi-
nes peace education in early childhood 
as a sustainable approach with a focus on 
young children’s social competences. He 
divides peace education into four pillars: 
respect for self; appreciation of diversi-
ty; understanding of justice and fairness; 
and, awareness of mutual connections 
between humans. These pillars are all 
founded on creativity and critical thin-
king. Peace education in early childhood 
includes pedagogies promoting peaceful 
social interactions and the development 
of social competences (Alfonso, 2014). 

Early childhood teacher, Pratt (2014), 
has simplified The Earth Charter for 
young children with four principles: 1. 
Be kind to each other, to the animals 
and the plants; 2. Take good care of the 
environment; 3. We are all equal; and, 4. 
Say yes to peace and no to violence.

how can peace education in 
early childhood education 
be developed and strengthened 
as an integral to ecefs?
Peace education is somewhat evident 
across theory and pedagogy in early 
childhood education, however, I argue 
the integral role of peace education re-
quires stronger definition and acknow-
ledgement. Peace education is closely re-
lated to and shares common goals with 
sustainable development and environ-
mental education (Bajaj & Chiu, 2009; 
Corcoran, 2012; Reardon, 2012) and 
this should be made explicit in pedagogi-
cal contexts. Reardon (2012) underlines 
that promoting sustainable developme-
nt is a key component of comprehensi-
ve global peace. The role of education 
in addressing values to promote peace, 
protect the environment and develop a 
more sustainable society (Bajaj & Chiu, 
2009), need to be “translated” into early 
childhood education pedagogies. 
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Education and development that is 
good for all humankind, the Earth’s eco-
systems and a peaceful world society, is 
a key message for promoting global citi-
zenship (Næss 1976; Pope Francis 2015; 
Sageidet & Heggen, 2021; UNESCO 
2012; United Nations, 2015). This ini-
tiative and model for social, democratic, 
ecological and economic interactions, 
should be further explored to promote 
young children as both being and beco-
ming global and ecological citizens (cf. 
Heggen & Sageidet, 2019). The Earth 
Charter and more recently multiple scho-
lars have expanded and validated the im-
portance of global citizens, citizens with 
awareness of mutual connections and re-
sponsibilities between humans (Alfonso, 
2014) and the non-human community 
of life (The Earth Charter Commission, 
2000).

Children in kindergarten may have va-
rious experiences with violence/non-vi-
olence, justice/injustice, or social safety 
in their environments. Children may 
have real and/or digital experiences with 
violence and/or war. I argue it is impor-
tant to research and develop pedagogi-
cal approaches to meet these challenges 
and facilitate local and international 
exchanges. Practitioners and research-
ers may explore how peace education is 

related to questions of social competen-
ce, gender, nature and outdoor learning 
(Bevington et al., 2020). 

conclusion
There is a close interrelationship 
between ecological responsibility, pea-
ce, social justice, and sustainable de-
velopment. Early childhood education 
can build peace education pedagogies 
on established holistic early childhood 
education approaches. Peace education 
is concerned with cultivating citizens for 
global ecological citizenship. Peace edu-
cation is about teachers developing and 
implementing pedagogies to promote 
humane, sustainable and just societies 
on all levels from small groups in kinder-
garten to the global society of human-
kind. Comparative studies may reveal 
the potential for intercultural exchanges 
and collaboration on peace education in 
early childhood.
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Education settings

At the beginning of 2024, it was repor-
ted that 2023 was the warmest year in 
recorded history. The Earth is suffe-
ring from the human-made changes to 
nature, to the Earth’s biodiversity and 
resources. Humanity’s impact on the 
Earth, called the Great Acceleration, has 
since the mid-20th century until today 
changed the Earth’s geology and ecosys-
tems. Now is the time to combat climate 
change and prevent further habitat and 
biodiversity loss. For humans and mo-
re-than-humans to live healthier now 
and in the future we are urged to restore 
and regenerate our damaged planet. In 
this paper, I discuss the meaning of so-
lidarity in relation to sustainability and 
what it can mean in the everyday life of 
Early Childhood Education (ECE) ser-
vices. The concepts I will explore in this 
text are internal institutional solidarity (in 
the ECE service and with children), ex-
ternal solidarity (outside the immediate 
sphere of the ECE service) and solidarity 
across time and space (solidarity with futu-
re generations and other than humans). 
An ECE service that works with solidari-
ty supports children in feeling safe, pro-

motes wellbeing here and now with the 
individual child and the group. It also of-
fers compassion for others outside their 
immediate sphere in solidarity with the 
Earth, more-than-humans and the futu-
re generations of life on Earth.

working with institutional 
solidarity in early childhood 
education
Solidarity as a concept can be understood 
in many ways. Berthelsen, Brownlee and 
Boulton-Lewis (2012) argue that soli-
darity is about learning to live together 
with each other in ECE and recognizing 
the importance of shared understan-
dings and respect for others. According 
to Smith (2012), solidarity is about the 
feeling of belonging, of interacting, of 
empathy for, knowing something about, 
and relating to a group of people. 
We are all dependent on each other 

and positive relationships and social in-
teraction are crucial for children in the 
present and future to feel the value of a 
larger community. This means creating 
an ECE setting where individual and 
collective care, inclusion, and expressing 
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and developing empathy are central. The 
work on human rights, social equality, 
gender equity, and participatory rights is 
also prominent in ECE and all staff have 
a crucial role to play in creating opportu-
nities for this work with children. In the 
Swedish ECE setting (preschool with 
the enrolled children aged 1–6 years), so-
lidarity with the weak and vulnerable are 
values that ECE staff should keep alive, 
according to the Swedish preschool cur-
riculum (The Swedish National Agency 
for Education, 2019). 

Every single person working in the 
preschool should promote respect for 
the inviolability of human life, indivi-
dual freedom and integrity, the equal 
value of all people, equality between 
women and men, girls and boys, and 
solidarity between people. No child 
in the preschool should be subjected 
to discrimination on the grounds of 
the gender, transgender identity or 
expression, ethnic origin, religion or 
other belief, disability, sexual orienta-
tion or age, of the child or any person 
with whom the child is associated, or 
to any other abusive treatment (p. 5). 

ECE has great opportunities to offer 
knowledge content and learning pro-

cesses that promote children’s solida-
rity, compassion and action skills and 
the goal in the Swedish curriculum is 
to develop “openness, respect, solidari-
ty and responsibility” (p. 13) among the 
children and staff. However, the word 
solidarity is not frequently used in the 
preschool teacher’s general vocabulary 
as testified by this teacher: 

We have not used the words solidari-
ty in our work in preschool, but we 
work a lot with camaraderie, inviting 
to play, sharing. It can be in the play 
with toys [as well as] that the fru-
it at fruit time should be enough for 
all the children, something that I see 
as working with solidarity. (Swedish 
preschool teacher, 2020) 

The work in ECE settings with soci-
al sustainability is ultimately a work of 
solidarity. Another word close to the 
concept of solidarity is belonging (Jo-
hansson & Purulia, 2021). Research has 
shown that there is a growing concern 
about that even the youngest children 
meeting challenges such as discrimina-
tion, rejection and harassment in ECE 
and in wider society (Einarsdottir et al., 
2022; Einarsdottir & Ólafsdóttir, 2021; 
Emilson & Eek-Karlsson, 2022; Puroila 

et al., 2023). The work of internal insti-
tutional solidarity is about developing a 
sense of belonging between children and 
adults and between children themsel-
ves, as well as developing empathy and 
a willingness to support and help others. 
It is about taking advantage of and de-
veloping children’s capacities for a sense 
of responsibility and social readiness to 
act, as well as strengthening children’s 
compassion and empathy for other pe-
ople’s situations, so that solidarity and 
respect are established at an early age. It 
can be to work with care and inclusion, 
plus respect for differences and friends-
hips within the ECE group. In this role, 
ECE staff are responsible for creating a 

“good” climate, where children feel safe 
and are treated with respect and have 
the right not to be discriminated against. 
Furthermore, it is about establishing re-
spect and esteem for every human being, 
regardless of background. It is about de-
veloping the ability of ECE staff to live 
with and understand the values inherent 
in linguistic and cultural diversity and 
contribute to the development of multi-
cultural competence and belonging. 
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external solidarity and soli-
darity across time and space 
Solidarity can also be the development 
of compassion for others outside one’s 
immediate sphere, in the local commu-
nity or other countries, near or far. In 
addition, such compassion can extend 
beyond time and space. It is also about 
feeling involved, having influence and 
being part of a community (Sommer, 
Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 
2009). One approach is to explore the di-
lemmas that arise when different values 
and realities come into conflict with each 
other – economic, social, cultural and 
political – as knowledge of what appears 
to be unfair towards children (Hägglund 
& Johansson, 2014). 

In a Swedish study (Dolk, 2023), social 
vulnerability in the form of begging was 
discussed with ECE teachers. Notably 
since 2007, begging in Sweden is a new 
phenomenon connected to the expansi-
on of the European Union, which led to 
more countries coming under interna-
tional rules of “free movement”. Since 
then, poorer people from Eastern Euro-
pe have travelled to Sweden and begg-
ars can be seen sitting outside shops and 
shopping centres. The study reported 
that beggars were visible in the children’s 
everyday lives and neighborhoods and 

most of the teachers have met “beggars” 
when they have been on neighborhood 
walks with the children. However, none 
of the teachers had raised the issue of 
begging for discussion with the children. 
The teachers also stated that the child-
ren rarely asked about the beggars, such 
as this new normality in public spaces. 
The teachers stated that both they and 
the parents avoiding talking about the 
phenomenon as it raised different educa-
tional and ethical difficulties. The three 
most central findings in the study were 
that teachers described: i) the fear of re-
inforcing “us” and “them”; ii) uncerta-
inty about dealing with power relations; 
and, iii) the fear of not being perceived 
as neutral, but rather political. The stu-
dy showed that solidarity and fairness in 
ECE can be about what we as teachers 
choose to examine in children’s every-
day lives and the choices and decisions 
made, for example when children in an 
ECE group walk past a beggar in the 
street. These choices and decisions in-
volve pedagogical and ethical difficulties 
and at the same time there is a potential 
for ethical solidarity and justice. This is 
an example on external solidarity (outside 
the immediate sphere).

In Dixson-Decléve et al.’s (2022) book 
Earth for All: A Survival Guide for Hu-

manity (Earth4All) a model for systems 
change in the Anthropocene is develo-
ped. The model is built on five extraor-
dinary turnarounds designed to identify 
the transformations required for cre-
ating prosperity for all (the planet, the 
humans and the more-than humans). 
In their book, they discussed the trans-
ition to sustainability as involving signi-
ficant reductions in the average human 
environmental footprint. The model 
leans on the knowledge of the planetary 
boundaries developed by Rockström et 
al. (2009) and the best available science 
with new thinking about social, political, 
environmental and economic systems 
change. Their five extraordinary tur-
narounds are:
1. Eliminate poverty: Reform the in-

ternational financial systems and tra-
de regulations to support low-income 
countries – reducing multidimensional 
poverty and enabling sustainable econo-
mic progress for all. 

2. Reduce inequality: Governments 
should increase taxes (income and 
wealth) on the 10% richest in societies 
until they take less than 40% of national 
incomes.

3. Empowerment: Empower women 
and others disadvantaged in current sys-
tems to have equal access to education, 
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economic and social rights, power and 
assets by 2030 – stabilising the world’s 
population immediately and unleashing 
the potential of all.
4. Transform the food system: Trans-

form the food system towards regene-
rative and sustainable agriculture and 
provide healthy diets for people without 
destroying the planet – halting biodiver-
sity loss and protecting the global com-
mons to ensure food for all without de-
stroying nature and health.
5. Transform the energy system: Trans-

form our inefficient fossil energy system 
to a clean and optimised energy system 
reaching a 50% cut in GHG emissions 
by 2030 and net zero carbon and biodi-
versity loss by 2050 – Ensuring sustaina-
ble energy for all. (Dixson-Decléve et al., 
2022, pp. 13–14).

So how can these turnarounds be lin-
ked to solidarity and ECE? The model 
links to the crisis that is upon us now, 
the climate crisis encompassing social, 
political and ecologic insecurity, insta-
bility, non-prosperity and inequity. The 
five turnarounds mentioned above can 
create change for a prosperous Earth, re-
generated Nature and human wellbeing. 
So how can we take part in this change 
in early childhood? ECE teachers’ know-
ledge about these sustainability issues 

and work with all aspects of sustainabi-
lity in relation to human wellbeing, equ-
ality and democracy is crucial. Solidarity 
is about empathy and care for others as 
shared understandings and respect for 
other humans, all are intrinsically linked 
to the changes required for humanity.

In addition to solidarity with humans, 
solidarity with the planet is required for 
animals and plants, their future existen-
ce and rights to sustainable living. How 
can we in ECE support solidarity work, 
for example, with endangered animals, 
plants and physical environments? In re-
cent years, it was reported that bee num-
bers have declined alarmingly in several 
countries. Bees are necessary for pollina-
ting plants for human food production. 
Building insect hotels and following the 
work of bees is a transformative way to 
support bees that has become increasing-
ly common in ECE services. A study by 
Weldemariam (2020) explored the peda-
gogical opportunities to engage young 
children in sustainability issues with a 
focus on bee death. The study showed 
that when the children were part of a bee 
theatre, their speech, actions and com-
mitment to bees changed, leading to re-
sponses such as expressed feelings of joy 
and anxiety as well as actions of embodi-
ed intensity. 

In addition, Rooney and Blaise (2003) 
have raised ethical engagement as a sig-
nificant aspect in rethinking human re-
lations with nature, specifically weather. 
They state this “involves more than lear-
ning about things, and rather requires a 
willingness to (un)think and (un)learn, 
to challenge the framings we (adults) 
have grown up with and take for granted, 
and to shift our orientation to learning 
with worlds” (p. 9). These research in-
sights demonstrate that children in ECE 
settings need adults that are “teaching 
for sustainability [...] that emphasizes 
planetary ethic and degrowth” (Kopnina, 
2020, p. 280). Further, Jickling (2017) 
argues for approaches to education that 
are disruptive: 

As humans, we have the capacity to 
feel, empathize, love, and mourn loss 
... We need to pay attention ... creating 
educational experiences that are held, 
felt, and disruptive might just be 
the basis for learning that is, indeed, 
transformational. (p. 28)

In this paper, I have discussed how edu-
cators in ECE can work with solidarity 
by discussing it from the perspective of 
internal institutional solidarity (in ECE, 
in the ECE group), external solidarity 
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(outside the immediate sphere) and so-
lidarity across time and space (solidarity 
with future generations). Children are 
living in a world in change, a world that 
needs solidarity and sustainability, plus 
new ways of taking care of humans, mo-
re-than-humans and the planet Earth. 
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Since the inaugural TND meeting in 
2010, the ECEfS research momentum 
and output has steadily increased and 
the breadth of countries represented 
expanded. With each successive TND, 
whether online or in person, past rela-
tionships were reignited and new ones 
forged, and TND8 was no different. The 
TND, as a research gathering, creates an 
inviting and open space for innovative 
thinking and respectful debates, insights 

into varied cultural perspectives and col-
laborative action planning about where 
to next. Within the collated participant 
papers in this journal, we identify some 
of the gaps, issues and needs in ECEfS 
research. We argue these urgently requi-
re addressing at this critical juncture in 
the Earth’s history, a history that will in-
fluence young children’s futures forever. 
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