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Introduction
In 2015 the United Nations (UN) adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development with 17 goals that provided a universal set of targets with accompanying indicators.  The emphasis was upon each UN member state to recognise and support these SDGs within their own countries, when setting policy. The new Global Sustainable Development Goal 4 is to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’. It has seven indicators of which 4.7 states that “By 2030, ensure all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development….” Therefore there is a universal urgency in ensuring that ALL involved in Early Childhood Care and Education play an integral role in this process. 

Within the context of England there is little recognition within the EYFS (DfE, 2017) of any acknowledgement of these universally important goals and targets. Prior to both the Coalition Government (2010- 12) and current Conservative Government (2012- ) there had been a clear visual emphasis placed upon the idea of schools and settings being sustainable. In 2008 the Labour Government initiated a response to the earlier Millennium Goals (2000-2015) for all schools to become sustainable by 2020 (OFSTED, 2008).The National Framework for Sustainable Schools (DCSF, 2008) recognised that “Schools are already caring places but Sustainable schools extend this commitment into new areas”. It also placed greater emphasis upon the development of critical thinking through a process approach not a product oriented view. In 2012 the Coalition published 12 Top Tips for Sustainable Schools but this commitment dissolved with the election of the Conservative party as did the visibility and commitment to a sustainable future. 

The language surrounding sustainability in England tended to focus upon “schools”, with little recognition of the importance of Early Childhood. Pramling Samuelsson and Kaga (2008:4) remind us that early childhood is “where the foundation for lifelong learning and development is laid” whilst in her International review Davis (2009) highlighted a ‘research hole’ relating to children as potential “agents of change”. Davis and Elliott (2014:10) invited researchers, academics, practitioners internationally to “question where the gaps and silences” are, by “exploring evolving multiplicities”. This research project was one such example, as the development of the ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeil, 2017) framework emerged through a ‘rhizomatic’ approach (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) rather than a linear static one. Davis and Elliot (2014:9) further argued that “sustainability also encompasses an overriding temporal dimension; it is not only about humanity here and now, but promotes a longer –term thinking and action-taking for the intergenerational equity of all species on the planet.” Additionally, the Foundation for Environmental Education further noted that Eco Schools, part of the framework, educate children to become more environmentally conscious in their lives “allowing them the opportunity to actively protect it”.
In 2015 Eco School England did not have any clear element or resources that applied to Early Childhood as it tended to focus upon schools and the National Curriculum content. With this in mind the development of the Early Childhood Education for Sustainable Framework (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) (ECEfS) emerged and has since evolved further and is now in its third and final phase of development. This research recognised early childhood as a transformative phase (Davis and Elliott, 2014) (Boyd and Hirst, 2016) with a strong focus upon an “ethos of an integrated approach” (Boyd, Hirst and Siraj-Blatchford, 2017: ix). During the evolving process new ideas and beginnings, middles emerged which are still emerging with regular consultations and dialogue. The initial idea of just a collaborative venture with Eco School England has since evolved to be a more holistic framework which reflects early childhood. It now includes the three pillars of Sustainable Development -Social/cultural, Economic and Environment (Brundtland, 1987 ) ,the Prime and specific areas of the EYFS (DfE, 2017) with emphasis upon critical thinking through the characteristics of effective learning, the nine Eco school themes( England), British Fundamental values and place based learning. 

The underpinning emphasis of the ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) framework is the importance of critically reflective practitioners that understand and act as advocates for early childhood, families and communities. McLeod (2015: 269) highlights that by developing a critical reflective approach over time in a supportive environment as part of ongoing professional development, promotes “empowerment, ownership of knowledge, permission to question and confidence in taking necessary risks.” There is also an emphasis placed upon practitioners to recognise the rights of the child as the UNCRC Article 12 states “children have a right to give their opinions on all decisions that affect them.” Additionally, this critical reflection must recognise and attend to an awareness that “all learners” (SDG 4.7) includes all those involved in early childhood, whether the child, the practitioner, family or members of their community.  However, this also recognises the importance that must be placed upon Higher Education to ensure all student trainees have not only the necessary knowledge and confidence to be able to discuss sustainability, but the ability to reflect upon it in their own contextual understanding. This resonates with the pedagogy of listening and co construction from Reggio Emilia that learning is not only a joint collaborative process but that it is constantly evolving, questioning and challenging. Sellers (2013:80) suggests this approach moves away from a perspective that requires children to “achieve completeness” but to as Deleuze and Guattari (1987:507) state, work within “zones of proximity and undecidability”. This may be uncomfortable for some adults and practitioners but this is not about ‘doom and gloom’ education but as Davis (2015:23) notes, it” is transformative education that values, encourages and supports children to be problem solvers and action takers”. McNaughton and Williams (2009) suggest that this transformation occurs through a shared co constructing critical pedagogy, providing opportunities that empower children to make decisions and choices. This contrasts with the passive deficit language of the EYFS (DfE, 2017:10) which requires children to “listen attentively” and “respond appropriately”. Loris Malaguzzi urged children to question and to ‘not follow blindly’ or to conform, stating children should not “feel like objects to be raised, but like subjects who need to be perceived as individuals,” which resonates with Batesman (2002:209) who said that “individual comfort and discomfort become the only criteria for social change”. 

Embedded within this framework is also a strong emphasis upon experiential place based learning (Dewey) .Utilising place based learning offers multiple opportunities to encourage children to think and discuss complex issues that affect their realities. Donaldson (1978) noted that learning has to make human sense to children and it must be rooted in their reality and cultural context. The framework highlights that experiential place based learning “offers further opportunities to engage with the natural world, with communities and culturally specific places within different geographically contexts throughout England.” (ECEfS, Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) Embedding both a critical pedagogy of thinking and questioning alongside place based learning, supports children to “know ourselves and the world we live in in another way” (Manghi, 2002: xiii).

The importance of children knowing themselves is a crucial aspect of social development. Multiple factors impact upon individual children to form their uniqueness, their identity and their self. Schaffer (2006:84 cited in Doughty and Hughes) suggests that ethnic identity is “an awareness of being a member of a specific ethnic group combined with a sense of belonging to that group.” Every child is a member of a family, an extended family, a community, a culture and therefore this forms their identity, their developing sense of who they are. This resonates with the thinking behind Bronfenbrenner’s social ecology theory or his “nested structures” (1979:22). This ‘community’ involves a ‘place’ that forms the supporting exosystem (Bronfenbrenner) and connects the child to their culture and their locality.  It “centres the child in a network of interacting relationships” (Doherty and Hughes, 2014:381) but also supports the idea of a contextual interconnected web of place within self (Boyd 2017Forthcoming). Only by belonging to a ‘place’, will the child care about their locality and their community in an empathetic way. This caring attitude can then transform the family and community demonstrating the agentic capability of the ECEfS approach or as ‘Rose’ a four year old participant in the beach kindy research stated, “adults just don’t care” with a shrug of her shoulders. 

Wilson (2012:87) noted that the idea of an ecological identity “often remains unaddressed in discussions about child development.” Thomashow (1996:19) argues that an ecological identity involved two qualities, “a high level of ecological understanding and awareness and a sense of self as part of a larger system.” This ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) framework supports both of these qualities through a critical pedagogy of place (Gruenewald 2003) and through the characteristics of effective learning (EYFS, DfE, 2017) in debating the aspects of sustainability and being part of their community /locality in place based learning experiences. Arne Naess cited in Thomashow (1996:21) elaborates further suggesting it “leads from the immediate self into the vast world of nature”. 
Rinaldi (2006:77) stresses the importance Malaguzzi placed upon the quality and purpose of the environment calling it “the third teacher”. Experiential learning within place surrounding the setting or within the setting, offers opportunities for early years children to connect with their world. The importance of facilitating consistent opportunities to engage in these places (e.g. beach, bush, park, garden, allotment, museum, farm, and zoo) over time, throughout the year to allow seasonal variations and notice casual changes cannot be emphasised strongly enough. The EYFS (DfE, 2017:12) notes aspects of children’s worlds but the language seems limited when considering people and communities only encouraging “children to talk about past and present events in their lives and in the lives of family members"  or to “answer how and why questions”. Wilson (2012) reminds practitioners that sometimes either cultural or institutional barriers are used to stop the fostering of conservational attitudes. Louv (2005) felt that these ‘perceived’ threats were greatly exaggerated. Wilson (2012) further suggested fear of the natural environment prejudices opportunities, with practitioners afraid of the weather, bugs or simple risk taking which actually pose no threat to children what so ever. This recognises the importance of the quality, attitudes and qualifications of the practitioner in facilitating the environment and the emphasis upon training . 
In March 2017 British Fundamental values became explicit within the EYFS (DfE, 2017) and many practitioners expressed uncertainty in the research as to how to demonstrate these values and what they mean in essence. There was concern around the fact that the British Fundamental Values were clearly linked to terrorism and the Prevent Bill (2015) and how they would be shown in practice. The ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) framework supports practitioners to recognise and support them, by placing  an emphasis on an ecological humane lens instead. The pillars of sustainability (Brundtland, 1987) highlight humane values that nations, communities and education should be promoting. Nussbaum (2011 cited in Chawla and Rivkin 2014:258) suggest bridging “the principles of human rights with psychological research that emphasises the importance of human agency.” Governments must allow citizens to not only grant rights but to realise them too, by promoting opportunities for all to express their views. Crucially children must be recognised in this process too. Hayward (2012  cited in Davis and Elliott) research ,focused upon children’s perceived view of citizenship and found that they felt excluded from ‘real’ issues and instead thought they were limited to low environmental opportunities for change, such as turning off lights and recycling. Shier’s (2001:115) ladder of participation argued for the adults to democratically share power, decision making and value building, recognising at the highest level 5 they must make an “explicit commitment…….to give some of it away”. This is in contrast to the passive and protective discourse of the EYFS (DfE, 2017) and limited reference to the natural world. Utilising the ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) framework will allow practitioners the confidence to draw upon the ecological humane and interconnected values of the Brundtland report (1987), in a place based experiential way. 

The ethos and leadership of the early childhood setting holds the crucial power to develop sustainable citizens of future. Addison and Boyd (2017:90) suggest that a “reimagining of the ‘classroom’ and the ‘outdoors’ as a separate concept” must occur. In this way “the edges of traditionally defined spaces are blurred, arriving at a holistic vision of a setting as a continuous, multi-environment, multi- use place of play and learning.” This multi- environment could encompass the local park, high street, gardens, river, beach or farm.  This openness to the locality would enable children to build deep and caring connections and through a sensitive, informed practitioner, consider difficult and even political issues around sustainability. Moss (2017) reminds us that education is “first and foremost, a political practice…about all of us asking political questions and making democratic choices between conflicting alternatives”. Gruenewald (2003:3) consolidates this view as ‘place’ in education becoming a critical construct because as he articulates, “it focuses attention on analysing how economic and political decisions impact upon particular places”. 

The economic pillar is recognised as being the least discussed or utilised in practice, with research (Davis, 2015) showing that environmentally children are out and about in the environment reflecting clear aspects the environmental pillar. Berding (2016:51) reminds us that John Dewey argued for true democratic practice, where children would “acquire a place of their own in the community.” Fleer (2016:212) extends this further citing the ideas of Ridgway (2014) stressing each community’s traditions, values or narratives as “keepers of local knowledge”. An example of this in practise, could be using the economic pillar (Brundtland, 1987) involving a simple walk along the high street every day to purchase the fruit or vegetable for the setting. Children and adults would walk together looking, listening and noting their environment, their place, their community. Over time the children and adults would recognise and ‘know’ the shop keepers and discuss differences in their produce, also acknowledging their role as the “knowledgeable other” (Vygotsky) from a social constructivist perspective. They would use the correct terminology, such as green grocer, butcher, cobbler and chemist, and develop positive relations with them which sadly is now being lost with an over use of out of town supermarkets. In visiting the shops and purchasing produce, children would engage in cash transactions and start to understand monetary values, and that a small magic plastic card is not ‘hard money’. They would start to understand and use money in real life situations, not plastic coins in a role play corner till, noting currency, symbols and written language displayed within the different shops and community. These cultural tools (Vygotsky) are an important part of the cultural context within which children live in their ‘place’. Fleer (2016:211) argued that to Vygotsky there needed to be a “dynamic relation between the child and its environment”.  The children will  start to notice changes to their environment, shops closing and boarded up, posters advertising local activities and start to ‘know’ their place. There may well be difficult questions or issues to consider, such as poverty and social justice, when confronting a homeless person sleeping rough in a shop doorway and children asking why. But as Malaguzzi (1994 cited in Rinaldi 2006:4) said, education is “political, must continuously address major social changes” rather than avoidance. Additionally, Smidt (2014:53) notes that to Paulo Friere “education can never be neutral”. 

Davis (2015) argues that early childhood is the time to make a difference and the ECEfS (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill, 2017) framework offers practitioners a way to achieve this holistically and practically alongside the EYFS (DfE, 2017). Research conducted during the development of the ECEfS framework noted that the quality and confidence of the adult as key, ensuring opportunities for transformative learning.  It stresses the importance of seasonal and regular visits into place rather than one off visits.  During beach kindy research (Boyd and Hirst, 2016) the adults realised that they did not know the names of the local grasses (Spartina) growing on the beach and why it was important for the locality, or that the walls were made from sandstone. They had “passed by unseeing” (Boyd, forthcoming 2018) and therefore missed what connected them to each other, their place, history and culture. Recognition of the importance of critical pedagogy of place (Gruenewald, 2003) and the contextual interconnected web of place in self (Boyd, forthcoming) is an underpinning feature of the Early Childhood Education for Sustainability framework (Boyd, Hirst and McNeill ,2017) which allows opportunities for as Davis (2015:26) states “sustainability is ever to become a reality.” This would also ensure that “all learners” as noted in SDG 4.7 include everyone within the community and therefore provide the platform to transform practice and place. 
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