
Irish Educational Studies

ISSN: 0332-3315 (Print) 1747-4965 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/ries20

Early childhood educators’ understanding of
education for sustainable development

Sarah Collins & Sheila Garrity

To cite this article: Sarah Collins & Sheila Garrity (2025) Early childhood educators’
understanding of education for sustainable development, Irish Educational Studies, 44:2,
281-299, DOI: 10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 11 Oct 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 7392

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 10 View citing articles 

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ries20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ries20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688
https://doi.org/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ries20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ries20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11%20Oct%202023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688&domain=pdf&date_stamp=11%20Oct%202023
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/03323315.2023.2266688?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ries20


Early childhood educators’ understanding of education for 
sustainable development
Sarah Collinsa and Sheila Garrity b

aCentre for Adult Learning and Professional Development, University of Galway, Galway, Ireland; bSchool of 
Education, University of Galway, Galway, Ireland

ABSTRACT  
Education for sustainable development (ESD) prepares learners for 
global citizenship. It is considered the great hope through which 
Anthropogenic destruction can be halted and a sustainable future 
created. In Ireland, relevant State departments suggest Aistear, 
The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, supports ESD in Early 
Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) practice. However, there is 
an absence of research concerning how or if Irish educators are 
facilitating ESD in ECEC. Bringing a children’s rights lens and 
systems-perspective, this article reports on a quantitative study 
framed within the Irish policy context. It offers first insight into 
educators’ practices and engagement with ESD in ECEC. Findings 
reveal educators feel inadequately prepared to facilitate ESD; they 
are either unsure or do not believe Aistear contains ESD content 
or facilitates their practice in this area. When viewed through a 
systematic lens missed opportunities to realise the goal of ESD in 
Irish ECEC are evident. It is highly probable large discrepancies 
exist in ESD implementation. This article joins other voices calling 
for the current updating of Aistear to ensure the presence of ESD. 
The implementation of the revised framework must include 
robust training, as, at present educators lack a foundation on 
which to base their ESD practice.
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Introduction

Earth Overshoot Day marks the date each year when the human demands placed on 
Earth’s ecological resources exceed what can be regenerated in that year. This year, 
2023, it fell on August 2nd (overshootday.org 2023). Each year it falls earlier, indicating 
human behaviour is depleting earth’s natural resources and ecosystems, warning that the 
status quo cannot continue. The frightening reality is that anthropogenic destruction is 
so profound, if we do not take sustainable action our very survival is threatened 
(UNESCO 2021).
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Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) settings offer a foundation on which 
lifelong pro-environmental and sustainable attitudes can be built (Ärlemalm-Hagsér  
2013; Burnett 2008). With the shift to a sustainable future a matter of urgency, Early 
Childhood Educators (referred to as ‘educators’ herein) play a significant role, empower
ing children to make informed decisions as they take individual and collective action for 
sustainable change (Bahtić and Višnjić Jevtić 2020). In the absence of current Irish 
research in this area, a small-scale study sought to explore practices in education for sus
tainable development (ESD) in the Irish ECEC sector. Bringing a children’s rights lens 
and a systems perspective to matters of sustainability, this article shares findings of 
this study, framed within the Irish policy context and underpinned by current 
knowledge.

Education for sustainable development

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations (UN) 2021) aim to achieve 
a world that is fair, just and peaceful towards its people, while also having concern for our 
planet and its limited resources (Nikiforidou, Lavin-Miles, and Luff 2020a). Education, 
including early education, is considered the great hope through which anthropocenic 
destruction can be halted and a more sustainable future created (UNESCO 2005). There
fore, conscientious sustainability-focused citizenship is not something that should sud
denly be expected when one enters adulthood; instead even the youngest children 
must be engaged in social and environmental issues (UNICEF 2003).

Reflecting ESD, Pramling Samuelsson and Kaga (2008) states, children, as citizens and 
rights holders under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child have the 
right to participate sustainably for their present and their future. They must be empow
ered to think about, and to take sustainable actions for that future (Nikiforidou, Lavin- 
Miles, and Luff 2020b). This ability to take action and exhibit agency is key to ESD: chil
dren have a right to be provided with opportunities to participate and to voice opinions 
(Wolff, Skarstein, and Skarstein 2020), to recognise problems and search for information 
and solutions (Ryzhova 2016), and make changes in their local environment, their com
munities and even globally (Læssøe 2010; UNESCO 2014). Reflecting a systemic, holistic 
understanding, ESD perceives local actions having global consequences and therefore 
should empower children to take a wider perspective on global issues by combining 
environmental education with issues of social justice (Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2013).

Scoffham (2020, 23) proposes ESD involves the ‘head, hand and heart’. It should not 
only offer children an understanding of ecology, but also of people, cultures, inequality 
and diversity, of ‘ways of being, relating, behaving, believing, and acting differently’ 
(Pressoir 2008, 60). We have the greatest capacity to ingrain many of our fundamental 
attitudes and values from early to middle childhood (UNESCO 2014) including pro- 
environmental (Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2013) and anti-bias attitudes (Connolly 2007). 
ECEC offers the formative arena in which to lay the foundation for a lifelong contri
bution to such a sustainable society (Burnett 2008). It is important that ESD is not 
treated as a separate subject, but instead treated holistically, as something which perme
ates curriculum content and learning experiences (Yan and Fengfeng 2008). In this way, 
children are not taught about sustainability but rather learn to become sustainable. If 
pedagogical interventions do not nurture environmental (Engdahl and Rabušicová  
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2011; Siraj-Blatchford 2009) or challenge prejudicial (Derman-Sparks and Ramsey 2005) 
attitudes at this young age, then they may never be positively developed.

International policy

A concerted international response to the challenges of global climate change was first cap
tured in the United Nations sponsored Brundtland Report (1987), which explored the sys
temic links between environmental deterioration and social and economic inequality. 
Building on ‘Brundtland’, in 2015, The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was adopted by 184 UN member states, includ
ing Ireland (UN 2021). The SDGs provide the interrelated blueprint for sustainable pros
perity, urging countries to end hunger and poverty, improve health, reduce inequality, 
tackle climate change and work to preserve life on land and in oceans (UN 2021). Due 
to the critical interdependence between quality education and the learning approaches 
of ESD, it is widely recognised that Goal 4: Quality Education, is essential for the successful 
implementation of all other SDGs (Didham et al. 2018; UNESCO 2016).

The anthropocene

The term ‘Anthropocene’, offers ‘a powerful tool to validate the ongoing process of 
anthropogenic climate change, which has impacted the Earth in such a profound and 
enduring manner that it needs a new geological era to depict it properly’ (Trischler  
2016, 310). The Anthropocene, from the Greek: anthropos, meaning ‘human’, and 
cene, denoting ‘new’ or ‘recent’ (Laurance 2019; Steffen et al. 2011), marks a new 
world, one of our own making, begotten by catastrophic human power and dominance, 
modifying, impoverishing and degrading our planet’s systems. The SDGs are a response 
to this crisis, recognising this dominance has led to population sizes of mammals, fish, 
amphibians, insects, birds and reptiles decreasing an average of 68% since 1970 (WWF  
2020). Accordingly, Wolff, Skarstein, and Skarstein (2020) highlight a sixth mass extinc
tion, caused solely by anthropogenic influences, having severe consequences for ecosys
tems, and therefore existential and environmental threats for human existence.

Economic and social inequality

As the SDGs highlight, the impact of global climate change is systematic in nature, 
exacerbating the prevalence and extent of global economic and social inequality. 
Poorer countries are excessively harmed by wealthier countries’ energy consumption, 
with a greater than 90% probability their gross domestic product is lower today than if 
global warming had not occurred (Diffenbaugh and Burke 2019). The effects of resource 
overuse and the resulting ecological overdraft each year have caused degraded land, col
lapsing fisheries, changing weather patterns and depletion of fresh-water systems. This 
has led to resource conflicts, mass migrations, famine and disease, which disproportio
nately impacts those who cannot buy their way out of the problem (Foley, Bogue, and 
Onakuse 2016). Consequently, inequality is ubiquitous: today the richest 1% have 
twice as much wealth as 6.9 billion people (Oxfam International 2021).
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National policy

The publication of ‘Education for Sustainability’ The National Strategy on Education for 
Sustainable Development in Ireland (2014–2020)1 (DES 2014) formalised Ireland’s ESD 
policy. The intent of the Strategy was to introduce ESD into all areas of Irish education, 
and to equip: 

learners with the relevant knowledge (the ‘what’), the key dispositions and skills (the ‘how’) 
and the values (the ‘why’) that will motivate and empower them throughout their lives. (DES  
2014, 3)

Proposing Ireland could be an international leader in promoting ESD in ECEC, the Strat
egy called for the embedding of ESD in future strategies, such as the impending strategy 
for children and families, and future reviews of educator qualifications. The Department 
of Education and Skills (DES) (2014, 15) recommended Aistear, The Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework (NCCA 2009) and Síolta, The National Quality Framework 
for Early Childhood Education (CECDE 2006) be ‘mainstreamed in all early years set
tings’. This DES (2014) proposal was based on the ‘existing emphasis of ESD’ in the 
two frameworks, and therefore in the manner through which the curriculum is delivered 
to children. However, no guidelines or toolkits have been published, illustrating what 
ESD may entail or look like in the Irish ECEC context. Although research was under
taken to establish a baseline of ESD in primary and post-primary schools (DES 2015), 
the study was not extended to early education settings. If, as the Strategy (DES 2014) 
suggested, Ireland is to be at the forefront of ECEC-ESD implementation, it is imperative 
to understand the circumstances under which ESD is included in Irish ECEC practice.

Aistear the early childhood curriculum framework

Aistear (NCCA 2009), meaning ‘journey’ in the Irish language, supports a sociocultural 
view of learning and development influenced by Bronfenbrenner and Vygotskian scho
larship (Carmel and Forster 2022). As a curriculum framework, Aistear promotes the 
building of enriching reciprocal relationships, partnership with parents, child-led 
playful learning, advocating for children’s hands-on experiences (Clerkin 2012). 
Created to support children’s learning from birth to six years, Aistear adopts a thematic 
approach: themes of well-being, identity and belonging, communicating, and, exploring 
and thinking, frame the dispositions, values and skills children draw on to achieve their 
full potential. Aistear does not offer a prescriptive curriculum or dictate specific content, 
instead, as a framework, it guides educators to create learning experiences which they 
consider most relevant to the children (O’Carrol 2015).

As the first Irish ECEC curriculum framework, its publication was heralded as a most 
important milestone for the sector (Daly and Forster 2009; NCCA 2009). Its impact on 
ECEC provision cannot be understated: it has ‘played a critical role in enhancing quality’ 
(French et al. 2022, 1). However, Aistear has not been without its critics, with implemen
tation described as in a ‘slow, piecemeal fashion’ (Carmel and Forster 2022, 117).

Notwithstanding initiatives to support engagement with the framework,2 the lack of a 
legislative imperative means implementation is dependent on individual ECEC settings 
(Fazal 2019) and the capacity of individual educators (Jackson 2019). Due to this weak
ness, French (2013, 2) describes Aistear as a ‘journey without a roadmap’. Its flexible and 
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discretionary content is considered an imperative of inclusivity (O’Carrol 2015) and 
lauded by Daly and Forster (2009) as practical for educators as it allows for individual 
interpretation. While advocating for flexible curricula, Jackson (2019) highlights the 
complexity of professional judgement required to facilitate it in the learning environ
ment. Educators expressed this need for individual interpretation as a challenge to suc
cessful engagement with the framework (Fazal 2019) and called for professional 
development courses related to Aistear implementation to underpin current ‘self- 
taught’ approaches (Fazal 2019; Woods et al. 2021).

Aistear and education for sustainable development

Although governmental reports3 suggest issues relevant to ESD are integrated 
throughout Aistear, this current reliance on Aistear, which predated the Strategy, to 
guide ESD practice may be ill-conceived: as previously indicated, there is no statutory 
requirement to ensure Aistear is implemented in ECEC settings. Additionally, even 
when implemented, there may be considerable variability across settings in how 
Aistear is understood and addressed by educators (Fazal 2019; Woods, Mannion, 
and Garrity 2021).

The key determinant to successfully implement ESD is educator competence (Engdahl 
and Rabušicová 2011; Maidou, Plakitsi, and Polatoglou 2019; Nikiforidou, Lavin-Miles, 
and Luff 2020a; Pramling Samuelsson 2011; Quinn, Castéra, and Clément 2015; 
UNESCO 2005); however, as Urban et al. (2011) highlight, individual competencies 
must be understood as nested within a competent system. This multi-layered ECEC 
system ranges from educators, to setting teams, training institutions, support services, 
to monitoring, governance and policy-development actors, each contributing to the com
petency of the system. It is therefore discouraging that despite earlier calls (DES 2014) 
neither First 5, the State’s recent strategy for babies, young children and their families, 
(Ireland 2018) nor, revised professional training criteria for ECEC educators at degree 
(DES 2019) and vocational levels (QQI 2019) refer to ESD/SDGs. Due to this current 
context, meaningful assimilation of ESD into ECEC practice remains aspirational and 
a lost opportunity.

At present, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment is updating Aistear, 
with completion proposed for 2024. The recent literature review, supporting this updat
ing (French et al. 2022) highlights the absence of ESD in the original framework. While 
this recognition reflects the urgency outlined through this article, curricular inclusion of 
ESD should only be a beginning point. Looking internationally, we see that despite expli
cit priority given to ESD in the Australian ECEC curriculum, without dedicated training, 
the conceptualisation and engagement with ESD varied considerably based on educators’ 
perceptions (Quinn, Castéra, and Clément 2015). Research in Greece found educators 
lack understanding of the important interrelatedness of the sustainability pillars – econ
omic, social and environmental (Maidou, Plakitsi, and Polatoglou 2019), indicating the 
development of curriculum guidance alone will not be sufficient to generate systemic 
change in ECEC practice. Research in Turkey (Öztürk and Olgan 2016) and Germany 
(Stössel, Baumann, and Wegner 2021) reveals educators feel untrained and ill-equipped 
to implement ESD in settings. These findings indicate a need for ESD within initial train
ing (UNESCO 2017) as well as continuing professional development programmes (CPD) 
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(Maidou, Plakitsi, and Polatoglou 2019; Pramling Samuelsson 2011; Quinn, Castéra, and 
Clément 2015), both of which are lacking in Irish ECEC.

Educators’ attitudes towards ESD

The perspectives, values and principles that inform educators’ view of children and child
hood have a profound influence on what they perceive as important for ECEC-ESD 
(Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2014; Castner 2020; Ruane et al. 2010) and what learning opportu
nities they believe are most suitable (Edwards 2009; Scoffham 2020). Without explicit 
training and curriculum guidance, educators have been found to show doubts about chil
dren’s intellectual capabilities in this topic (Engdahl and Rabušicová 2011). Research into 
ECEC-ESD practices across 28 countries, found educators usually underestimated the 
competencies and abilities of young children (2–8 years) to comprehend concepts 
(Engdahl 2015). For example, the project revealed adults assumed environmental con
cepts such as greenhouse effect and ozone depletion were beyond young children’s com
prehension, an assumption proven unfounded by children’s opinions and answers. 
Engdahl (2015) determined adults’ prejudgements only served to inhibit ESD curriculum 
development.

Similarly, research from Pollock, Warren, and Andersen (2017) indicate educators 
mistakenly believe that just being exposed to nature is sufficient to achieve ESD, eviden
cing simplistic understandings of how pro-environmental and sustainability behaviours 
are instilled (Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2013). There are, however, a plethora of studies eviden
cing very young children are fully capable of thinking critically while expressing 
thoughts, ideas, solutions and ownership of the Earth’s problems, when given the oppor
tunity for active citizenship (Engdahl and Rabušicová 2011; Pramling Samuelsson 2011; 
Wolff, Skarstein, and Skarstein 2020; Yan and Fengfeng 2008).

Ruane et al. (2010) also found discourses regarding childhood innocence and the per
ception that very young children are both emotionally and cognitively too immature to 
deal with inequality, poverty, conflict, or global injustice, hindering the inclusion of 
global justice education in ECEC settings. Contrasting this discourse, Borg (2017;  
2019) reveals children are aware of, and understand economic inequalities among, and 
between individuals, both locally and globally. Moreover, children believe they have 
ideas that can solve these issues (Engdahl 2015). Young children are also aware of nega
tive, prejudicial and racist attitudes towards particular groups (Hawkins 2014). They are 
capable of identifying socially acceptable behaviours (Connolly 2007) and exploring and 
solving conflict (Duke 2020) or of modelling negative behaviours if these are left unchal
lenged (Hawkins 2014).

In order to inform and empower children to act and think more sustainably, this paper 
argues we must first inform and empower those who educate them. In Ireland, as shown, 
the relevant departments suggest issues pertinent to ESD are integrated throughout 
ECEC frameworks (DE 2022; DES 2014; Ireland 2021), however, based on this review, 
it should not be assumed that educators have the knowledge, skills or supports to incor
porate ESD into their practice. Due to the critical urgency presented by the Anthropo
cene and in light of the dearth of Irish research in this area, a recent small-scale study, 
presented through this paper, reveals the views and practices of educators in Ireland, 
in relation to their understanding of ESD. As the prevailing ECEC practice guide, and 
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the only ECEC curriculum framework, this study engaged with Aistear as a vehicle to 
investigate ECEC-ESD practices.

Methodology

Research design

This research took a positivist approach, determining there are facts about educators’ 
professional practice concerning ESD that need to be established and measured. The 
guiding research questions were to examine the circumstances under which ESD is 
included in ECEC practice, and to explore how the Aistear curriculum is currently 
guiding ESD in Irish ECEC settings. The study was underpinned by the following 
research objectives: To identify educators’ knowledge of, and attitudes towards ESD; 
to identify how educators facilitate experiences of ESD in their professional practice; 
to identify if Aistear has a causal effect on how educators include these experiences of 
ESD in their practice.

In 2014, the Department of Education and Skills decided that the Lifeskills Survey, 
(DES 2015) completed by all primary and post-primary schools, would be utilised to 
collect baseline data regarding existing practices of ESD in Irish classrooms. This 
survey was never extended to ECEC settings and it is on this basis that the Lifeskills 
Survey questionnaire was adapted to gather data for this study. Adaption was completed 
with consideration of ESD developments in the intervening years; namely the establish
ment of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the publication of the Edu
cation for Sustainable Development Goals: Learning Objectives. Consequently, research 
was conducted using a self-completion questionnaire, designed to survey educators’ 
knowledge of, and attitudes towards ESD and to identify how those educators facilitate 
ESD experiences in ECEC settings.

Reflecting the positivist approach, closed-questions were chosen with predetermined 
yes/no answers, facilitating numerical coding, and subsequent analysis. However, an 
additional optional comment box was included to complement three closed questions, 
allowing for clarity, insight or explanation to be added by participants. As closed-ques
tions tend to represent the researchers’ agenda, the use of comment boxes may amend the 
power balance between researcher and participant, reducing bias and optimising validity 
(O’Cathain and Thomas 2004). In keeping with the positivist paradigm O’Cathain and 
Thomas’s (2004) four-step analysis, including reading data, devising coding frame, 
assigning codes, then analysing, was applied to the open-ended data to ensure validity. 
Concurrent to the data collection in the field, a process of content analysis of the text 
within Aistear was also undertaken (Mukherji and Albon 2015). Focusing on concepts 
and themes arising from the literature and policy review related to ESD, findings from 
the discourse analysis of Aistear contribute to the Results and Discussion sections of 
this paper.

Sample

This study was interested in the experiences of educators working within the universal 
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) scheme, a state funded two-year pre- 
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school programme available to all children in Ireland (Egan and Garrity 2022). With 
nearly full uptake of qualifying children (Pobal 2022), the ECCE scheme was chosen 
as it offers the first steps in children’s formal learning in Ireland, their own journey or 
‘aistear’.

With institutional ethical approval attained, the anonymous survey was circulated in 
early 2022, via various relevant social media networks. Educators working in the univer
sal ECCE Scheme were invited to participate; a total of 83 responses were received. As 
7283 educators were employed in this scheme nationally (Pobal 2022), this number 
does not allow generalisations from these findings; however, they do provide initial 
insights into the knowledge, experiences and views of educators concerning ESD and 
the SDG in the Irish ECEC context.

Results

Educators’ knowledge of ESD

A significant majority of respondents (70%; n = 58) were unfamiliar with the UN SDGs, 
with just over half (57%; n = 47) unfamiliar with Ireland’s Strategy (DES 2014). When 
questioned ‘do you feel adequately prepared to support children in developing the knowl
edge, skills and dispositions to make sustainable choices?’, only 56% (n = 45) of respon
dents felt they were. The remaining respondents were either ‘unsure about their 
preparedness’ (16%; n = 13) or felt ‘inadequately prepared’ (28%; n = 23).

Turkey and Greece share similar timelines in their ESD journey with Ireland: both 
countries endorsed the Mediterranean Strategy on ESD in 2014 (UNESCO 2020). Two 
years later, 37% of educators in Turkey still felt inadequately prepared to facilitate 
ESD (Öztürk and Olgan 2016), while 39% of educators in Greece described their knowl
edge of ESD as low or inadequate, five years post-strategy (Maidou, Plakitsi, and Polato
glou 2019). Eight years after the Irish Strategy commenced, a higher proportion of Irish 
educators (44%; n = 36) report being unsure or feel inadequately prepared to facilitate 
ESD in professional practice, indicating Ireland is lagging behind its neighbours. Parti
cipatory socio-cultural theories and approaches regarding ESD are evolving at a rapid 
pace, requiring continuous reconsiderations of strategies and practices (Læssøe 2010). 
Therefore, the importance of a proficient understanding of the purpose of the SDGs 
(Giangrande et al. 2019), of being informed of appropriate ESD teaching approaches 
(Maidou, Plakitsi, and Polatoglou 2019), cannot be understated. The unpreparedness 
felt by participants in this study may lie in the findings that the majority are unfamiliar 
with either Ireland’s Strategy or international policy on the SDGs.

The links between Aistear and ESD

When asked ‘Does Aistear influence how you provide learning experiences related to 
ESD?’, 35% (n = 28) of participant-educators agreed. The remaining respondents either 
did not know (17%; n = 14) or did not believe (48%; n = 38) it does. This is a critical 
finding and a significant counterargument to the proposal that ESD is emphasised and 
embedded in Aistear, and that the implementation of Aistear will lead to the successful 
implementation of ESD in Irish ECEC settings (DES 2014; Ireland 2021).

288 S. COLLINS AND S. GARRITY



There is an imperative that those teaching ESD have a proficient knowledge and 
understanding of the subject alongside the confidence to implement it (Dyment et al.  
2013). However, the literature indicates educators face challenges in implementing 
Aistear in their settings (Fazal 2019; Woods, Mannion, and Garrity 2021); further, 
data evidences 65% (n = 52) of educators either do not know if, or do not believe that 
Aistear facilitates their engagement with the SDGs in practice. This paper argues, at 
present, the links between Aistear and ESD implementation may be tentative at best. 
Therefore, it welcomes calls by French et al. (2022, 101) to create ‘opportunities for 
further enhancement of sustainability in ECEC’ with a series of recommendations to 
integrate ESD within the updated framework. The urgency for these changes cannot 
be understated.

Aistear’s aims and learning goals

When questioned ‘Do you agree that ESD is embedded in Aistear?’, data reveals only 27% 
(n = 22) of educators in agreement. The remaining participants either did not know 
(30%; n = 25) or did not believe it was (43%; n = 35). Therefore, an anomaly exists 
within the data, with more respondents believing Aistear facilitates their practice in 
ESD (35%; n = 28) than believe ESD is embedded in the curriculum (27%; n = 22). Analy
sis of responses to the optional open-ended questions sheds light on this anomaly: of the 
respondents who believed Aistear facilitates their practice in ESD, and offered insights 
into why (n = 18), just under half (n = 9) of these referred to Aistear’s four themes as 
the means through which ESD is embedded in Aistear: 

Anything we are teaching can be linked to Aistear. It is very clear

When we teach the children about sustainability, we can link it to the 4 themes of Aistear

Similarly, of the respondents, who agree ESD is embedded in Aistear and offered insights 
into why (n = 15), over half (n = 9) again referred to Aistear’s four themes: 

When planning activities and learning I refer back to Aistear’s four themes often. It helps me 
to pinpoint the theme, aim and learning goal that the activity links to

Yes, because you want to link their learning experience to Aistear - exploring and thinking, 
identity and belonging theme - it makes it more meaningful

To ensure all the aims and themes are met

This is problematic as it appears educators are linking their practice back to the aims 
and learning goals of each theme as a means of determining ESD in their practice; 
however, as highlighted, the delivery of Aistear differs between individual educators 
(Fazal 2019; French 2013). International research presents a similar picture: Castner 
(2020) has found educators interpret and implement curricula in a variety of ways; 
similarly, educators interpret and implement ESD in a variety of ways (Vaealiki and 
Mackey 2008; Weldemariam et al. 2017). Although the literature shows Aistear 
themes provide children with opportunities to develop key dispositions and skills 
for sustainability (NCCA 2018), this only addresses the ‘how’ of ESD. Although an 
important start, the Strategy (DES 2014) also calls for attention to the ‘what’ and 
the ‘why’ of sustainability as imperatives to motivating and empowering children ‘to 
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become informed active citizens who take action for a more sustainable future’ (DES  
2014, 3).

Taking action in ESD

Implementing ESD successfully, requires active engagement; therefore, participants were 
asked ‘Do you encourage children to speak up for, or get involved in taking actions for 
change?’. The majority of respondents (68%; n = 55) agreed. This fell considerably when 
educators were asked if children get involved in issues in their community, with 26% (n  
= 21) agreeing, or in global issues, with just 12% (n = 10) agreeing children have oppor
tunities to take action. This study found 24% (n = 19) of respondents did not encourage 
or facilitate opportunities for children to take any action in these areas.

Children develop as they participate in the activities of their cultural communities 
(Rogoff 2003), something fundamental to ESD. Despite this, the data shows children’s 
agency, in most cases, is limited to the ECEC setting, and while this is important, it is 
also insufficient. This resonates with Ärlemalm-Hagsér (2014) and Ärlemalm-Hagsér 
and Davis (2014) who show Swedish and Australian early years settings understand chil
dren’s agency as taking part ‘in activities’, which the studies found failed to recognise that 
within ESD, children can take part ‘in change’. And not only change, as Ryzhova (2016, 
66) argues, through participatory scaffolding, young children have agency to ‘put forth 
hypotheses, test them in practice, independently search for information, and communi
cate with people of different generations’.

Present day citizenship

When asked if they believed early years children should have learning experiences related 
to ESD at this age 73% (n = 59) of respondents agreed that they should. The remaining 
respondents were either unsure (15%; n = 12) or thought early years children should not 
(12%; n = 10). Respondents were given the opportunity to offer explanations for their 
answers. Of those who did (n = 43), 40% (n = 17) stated it is important because children 
are future citizens or the next generation.

The notion of the ‘fully fledged’ citizens found in ESD literature runs contrary to that 
found in the opinions of these participants. Children were described as ‘the future’ or ‘the 
next generation’ by respondents, who claimed ESD should be included in their education 
because they are ‘the leaders of the future’ or because they need to be prepared for ‘their 
future involvement in important issues’. This frames children within the fate of what 
Qvortrup (2004) describes as waiting for adulthood, for competence or for usefulness. 
In the case of this research, could it be that children are waiting for citizenship? ESD 
recognises children as important actors in the here-and-now (Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2014), 
and while their future adult lives will be impacted by the anthropocene, so too is their 
present.

Discussion

Key findings from this study can be grouped under two areas: (1) Educators’ understand
ing of and engagement with ESD, and the manner by which Aistear supports this; (2) 
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viewed through a SDG lens, how children’s agency and citizenship is constructed in prac
tice and across the framework, as revealed through this research. This section will address 
these two areas, identifying emerging knowledge and recommendations.

Understanding and engagement with ESD

This paper suggests ESD activities in Irish ECEC settings are being implemented in an ad 
hoc manner, with little guidance of what actually represents ESD. Respondents’ feedback 
indicates that where educators are implementing sustainability activities, they are retro
spectively fitting them back into the aims and goals of each theme, rather than using the 
elements of the framework as a foundation to create and plan ESD activities or to inform 
and guide child-led emergent interests in this area. Is it possible the flexible and discre
tionary curriculum framework (O’Carrol 2015) means that in practice, ‘anything we are 
teaching can be linked to Aistear’ as one respondent remarked? And if this is the case, is 
this ‘anything’ largely at the discretion of the educator, based on the amalgam of their 
knowledge(s), practices and values (Urban, Robson, and Scacchi 2017)?

Research cited earlier reveals educators find Aistear’s need for individual interpret
ation challenging to the successful delivery of an ECEC curriculum (Fazal 2019). This 
is a troublesome discourse. Flexibility is a central tenet within ECEC curricula as it 
offers greater opportunities for holistic and balanced approaches to learning. It is increas
ingly recognised that a more flexible and adaptable approach can create possibilities for 
deeper learning by allowing children to co-construct and connect knowledge across 
differing contexts (Jackson 2019) while embracing ‘children’s different ways of being, 
knowing, and doing’ (Macartney 2012, in French et al. 2022, 136). However, the 
OECD (2015) has found overly flexible curricula inevitably create difficulties when judg
ments are needed concerning children’s achievements or progress, the complexity of 
which is often overlooked (Jackson 2019). In contrast, a tightly-prescribed curriculum 
can disempower and restrict children’s dominion over their learning (Fox et al. 2020) 
undermining child-agency and negating their educational rights.

The successful implementation of a flexible curriculum, such as Aistear, relies on edu
cators having complete clarity regarding what is expected of them and where the per
imeters of their decision-making exist (Jackson 2019). Therefore, with an update of 
Aistear underway, this research strongly recommends a comprehensive programme of 
CPD as a key component of the implementation of the revised framework.

A competent system requires coherent, coordinated and accessible approaches to pro
fessional preparation and CPD (Urban et al. 2011). Ongoing support to engage with and 
embed Aistear in practice, including understandings of ESD within the new framework, 
must be underpinned by individual and collective reflection on practice along with 
opportunities to develop reciprocal professional relationships across the ECEC system 
(Urban et al. 2011; Urban, Robson, and Scacchi 2017). The responsibility must not be 
placed solely on the shoulders of educators, rather, it must be understood as a critical 
imperative for the Irish ECEC system, as a whole.

We argue embedding ESD within Irish ECEC requires a systemic approach. As pre
viously noted, neither First 5, nor the recent guidelines for the initial training of educa
tors address ESD/SDGs. Further, the Education for Sustainable Development Advisory 
Group that coordinates activities and learning across twenty-nine sectors (DE 2021) 
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includes no representation from ECEC service providers or educators. In addition, of the 
twenty-nine reference papers/reports reviewed to inform the initial 2014 Strategy, only 
one relates specifically to ECEC (DES 2014). The revised Strategy (Ireland 2022) fails 
to reference ECEC related research; further, the aligned funding call to support 
implementation of ESD actions only applies to primary/post primary schools (DE  
2022). This is a disappointing reflection on the attention paid to ECEC in the formation 
of this policy. Despite the 2014 Strategy’s rhetoric of Irish ECEC’s potential to be global 
ESD leaders, missed opportunities to realise this goal are evident.

Agency and citizenship

Within ESD, the child as a rights holder, has the agency to contribute to society by deter
mining the direction of their learning alongside their educator (Pramling Samuelsson 
and Kaga 2008). Yet contradictions to this notion are found in this data: while the 
majority of respondents believe ESD should be facilitated in ECEC, children’s ability 
to enact citizenship and take action appears limited. This paper argues the manner in 
which educators construct the ‘competent child’ is inadequate without recognising chil
dren’s agency. While the Aistear framework advocates for active learning which ‘involves 
children learning by doing things’ (NCCA 2009, 10), it subsequently personifies the 
child’s voice asking ‘let me explore’, ‘give me opportunities’ and ‘support me’ (NCCA  
2009). This seems to suggest a passive child: one who needs help to do things rather 
than one who can help to get things done; one who is influenced rather than one who 
is influential. It also appears contrary to the sociocultural view of participation in 
which children and adults make mistakes and take risks as they engage in collaborative 
learning and sustained shared thinking (Sylva et al. 2004).

The unrealised child-agency, as evidenced in the data, and in Aistear, contradicts the 
construction of the child in ESD as one ‘who is able to alter the world through partici
pation as an active and fully fledged citizen with a great deal to invest in their future’ 
(Weldemariam et al. 2017, 345). This position is supported by the French et al. (2022) 
literature review, which notes the absence of ‘agency’ across the themes and principles 
of Aistear, calling for ‘more explicit’ reference to agency, as well as the complementary 
concepts of children’s rights and influence, in the revised framework.

Contrasting with survey respondents, Aistear ‘celebrates early childhood as a time of 
being’ (NCCA 2009, 6). The concept of active citizenship is a key principle of early learn
ing and development, as Aistear states, ‘children are citizens with rights and responsibil
ities’ (NCCA 2009, 8). Accordingly, a disconnect exists between respondents’ practice 
and curriculum guidance. The language guiding how children’s ‘being’ occurs, in 
Aistear, may influence this disconnection.

A sociocultural perspective positions children’s development amidst relationships 
influenced by other people’s beliefs, values, experiences and knowledge (Edwards 2009). 
Children are dependent on what learning objectives educators perceive as important 
(Ärlemalm-Hagsér 2014; Scoffham 2020), and how they enact their curriculum (Castner  
2020). By looking at the words connected to citizenship and democracy in Aistear, and 
understanding these words as the construct through which participation could be per
ceived by educators, we are presented with an additional view of the child. Educators 
are reminded to ‘model’ and ‘allow’ children to ‘experience democracy’, to ‘involve’ or 
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‘help’ children’s decision-making, to ’explore’ and ‘promote’ children’s citizenship (NCCA  
2009). While not seeking to undermine the importance of what is being asked of educators 
here, this paper does suggest this language again renders a somewhat passive or reliant 
view of the child, rather the one which Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Davis (2014) assert, 
already has the competence to embrace an activist education.

Language matters: both the choice and use of words impact how people interpret and inter
act with the messages being relayed (Mooney and Evans 2019). Regardless of what is prescribed 
in the language of the framework, its meaning is determined and shaped by the manner in 
which it is expressed, and then actualised, by educators. Ultimately it is they who facilitate cur
riculum in ECEC settings, including, or not, ESD. This paper stresses the critical importance of 
reflection on both the latent and semantic meaning and contexts of language used to describe 
the child within the revised Aistear framework. The strengthening of the view of the child with 
agency, as a fully-fledged citizen in the here and now, should inform the systems-wide approach 
to embedding ESD within ECEC, as part of its implementation.

Summary

Tackling issues presented through the SDGs requires a collective response, as called for in 
Ireland’s 2014 and new 2022 Strategy. ECEC can be the starting point to challenge exist
ing ways of doing and being, to promote and model new approaches. In order to achieve 
this, a greater understanding of the knowledges, skills and values (Urban, Robson, and 
Scacchi 2017) of educators related to the SDGs is urgently needed. The research reported 
herein merely provides a first glimpse.

While small in scale, and limited in its generalisation to the wider workforce, this 
study reveals the majority of participant-educators are either unsure or do not believe 
Aistear facilitates their practice in ESD, despite the national Strategy claiming it does. 
Engagement with ESD in ECEC should prepare our youngest learners for global citizen
ship where concepts of fairness, justice and equality are privileged, and where the limits 
of the natural environment are respected. Shortcomings in ECEC-ESD understanding 
have emerged from this study and warrant further urgent investigation. As citizens, 
our children have a right to be informed and empowered to take action today, for 
their present and for their future. This right is currently unrealised.

When the findings of this study are viewed through a ‘systems’ lens, the lack of 
training in the area of ESD, the literature showing the varied interpretations of curri
culum, sustainability, and childhood, it is highly probable that there are large discre
pancies in ESD practice in Irish ECEC settings, if it is present at all. While this 
research has drawn attention to the competencies and practices of individual educa
tors, these do not exist within a vacuum. On the contrary, they are grounded 
within a ‘system’ which requires coordination, communication, interaction and 
accountability, between all layers and structures, in order to achieve competency 
(Urban et al. 2011). What expectations can we reasonably have of individual educators, 
when the wider system is failing to acknowledge the imperatives highlighted by SDGs/ 
ESD in ECEC?

If the world lived like Ireland in 2023, Earth Overshoot Day would have fallen on 
April 21st (overshootday.org 2023). For the period that follows, the people of Ireland, 
including our children, are living in an ecological overdraft. This is a damning 
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indictment of the ecological, social and economic behaviours of the people of Ireland, 
at this critical time in our existence. Young children are not future citizens, future con
sumers or future problem-solvers. They are the present. They are capable of creating 
change. However, in order for children to act and think more sustainably, we must 
create a competent system, one that informs, equips and empowers those who 
educate them.

Notes

1. Since the completion of this research, the Irish state launched the ‘2nd National Strategy on 
Education for Sustainable Development – ESD to 2030’ (DE 2022).

2. Initiatives include Aistear in Action, Aistear Síolta Practice Guide, National Síolta 
Aistear Initiative (see Carmel and Forster 2022); refer as well to Better Start 
mentoring, and early years inspection processes (see Duignan and McDonnell 2022; 
Hayes et al. 2022).

3. Department of Education (2022) ESD to 2030 – Call for funding – September 2022. Ireland 
(2022) Ireland’s Education for Sustainable Development Strategy to 2030 Consultation Paper. 
Dublin: Government of Ireland. Department of Education and Skills/DES (2014) ‘Education 
for Sustainability’ The National Strategy on Education for Sustainable Development in 
Ireland. Dublin: Department of Education and Skills.
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