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Abstract: Although policy documents emphasize the importance of integrating social, economic, and
environmental dimensions into education for sustainability (EfS), there is a lack of studies investi-
gating how social sustainability can be included in preschool teaching. Therefore, this study aims
to increase knowledge about preschool teachers’ teaching practices relating to social sustainability.
This study uses EfS as a conceptual framework that includes a holistic view of sustainability address-
ing social, economic, and environmental aspects, as well as pluralistic teaching approach from a
transformative perspective. To explore the views and teaching practices, individual interviews were
conducted with 12 preschool teachers from eight preschools that took part in a school development
project. The project included professional development workshops for teachers on EfS and local
implementation efforts. Thematic content analysis was conducted. The interviews made it apparent
that the teachers initially viewed sustainability from an environmental perspective; however, after
involvement in the school development project, they began to integrate the social sustainability
dimension into their teaching. The teachers associated local sustainability challenges with those faced
internationally. To a certain extent, children’s agency was noted in pluralistic educational activities
that supported children’s active participation. The level at which preschool teachers integrated social
sustainability into their teaching varied.

Keywords: children’s agency; education for sustainable development; holism; pluralistic perspective;
social sustainability; thematic content analysis

1. Introduction
1.1. Sustainability and Early Childhood Education

At a time when people and the planet are facing numerous challenges—for example,
social injustice, economic inequalities, natural disasters, and increased consumption of
natural resources—the United Nations (UN) has set 17 sustainable development goals
(SDGs), which in particular emphasize how all learners should “acquire knowledge and
skills needed to promote sustainable development” [1] (p. 8). The fact that an individual
has knowledge about what is good for a sustainable world does not always mean that they
will change their behavior; rather, alternative forms of education are needed so that they
develop the necessary capacities and qualities [2]. The UN Agenda for global action, which
is a plan of action for people, planet, and prosperity, identifies children as critical ‘agents of
change’ and proclaims that the future of humanity and our planet lies “ . . . in the hands
of today’s younger generation who will pass the torch to future generations” [1] (p. 15).
Education at an early age is considered to be important since high-quality early childhood
education has positive effects on the development of children’s attitudes and formation of
values, as well as on their well-being and health [3,4].

Education for sustainability (EfS) is considered to be a tool to empower learners to
make conscious decisions and to take responsible action for environmental, economic,
and social sustainability for present and future generations [5]. The basic concept of EfS
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is to learn to care for oneself, for other people, and for the world [6]. EfS can also be a
link between local and global issues [7]. In sustainability research, environmental aspects
have been prioritized, whereas social aspects, such as children’s participation, their agency,
social justice, citizenship, and social equity, have received little attention [8,9]. There is
also a lack of studies showing how social sustainability can be included in preschool
teaching [10]. In this article, we have used the terms “sustainability” and “sustainable
development” synonymously.

1.2. Swedish Preschool Education for Sustainability

All children in Sweden, regardless of family income or background, can attend
preschool from the age of one; furthermore, from the autumn of the year children reach the
age of three, they are entitled to three hours per week of free preschool education [11]. In
Sweden about 95% of children between the ages of four and five are enrolled in preschool.
Swedish preschool education integrates both teaching and caregiving to support the learn-
ing and development of children throughout their early years (ages 1–6) [12]. Play features
strongly in early childhood education, and Swedish preschool education is often referred
to internationally as a good model of educare [13] because of the way it combines learning
and play, as well as the care and fostering of fundamental values [14].

The newly revised Swedish curriculum for preschool Lpfö 2018 [15] was introduced
in 2019, and explicitly includes sustainability and how children should be given the
opportunity to acquire knowledge about how different choices people make can contribute
to sustainability. According to Lpfö 2018, preschool staff are expected to work with EfS,
and this presents challenges in terms of the teaching practices of preschool teachers. Many
preschool teachers still lack experience when it comes to working with EfS [16]. The section
in the curriculum entitled “Sustainability, health and wellbeing” states that “Children
should also be given the opportunity to develop knowledge about how the different
choices that people make can contribute to sustainable development—not only economic,
but also social and environmental” [15] (p. 10).

The previous curriculum, Lpfö98 (Rev. 2016), did not explicitly include sustainability,
which hindered “meaningful engagement with sustainability in preschool settings” [17]
(p. 344). Researchers argued that it is not enough simply to recognize children’s agency;
rather, the curriculum needs to indicate how their agency can be enacted through EfS.
Based on these changes in guiding policy, it is of great interest to research how preschool
teachers view the new curriculum demands regarding the inclusion of EfS in their teaching.

1.3. Social Sustainability in Preschool Education

Social sustainability can be about educating individuals to identify injustices, inequal-
ities, and problems of various types relating to social issues [18]. Children of today’s world
face numerous challenges that relate to the social sphere, such as social polarization, con-
flicts, inequalities, injustices, and urban poverty [9,19]. Studies reveal that the focus of early
childhood education for sustainability internationally has mainly been on environmental
issues—for example, children’s experiences in nature, recycling, and composting; however,
the economic and social dimensions are largely missing [20–22]. One reason for this is that
teachers consider the interconnected aspects of the environmental, social, and economic
dimensions of sustainability to be problematic, unclear, and confusing when they try to
incorporate these aspects into their daily practices [23]. The content and the process of
teaching EfS at preschool in Sweden have long been subjects of discussion; in addition,
researchers often question EfS teaching content for preschool education [24]. In terms of
preschool children’s agency in complex issues, research shows that in preschool, EfS is
dealt with in quite a concrete manner, with teaching taking place in a context and within
an environment [25].

Acknowledging the important role teachers have in children’s learning, Sommer,
Samuelsson, and Hundeide [26] argue that preschool teachers are to encourage, challenge,
and inspire children as well as support their desire to acquire knowledge about the sur-
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rounding world. The idea of EfS is complex from a preschool perspective, and the challenge
is often for the teacher to integrate all complex aspects of EfS teaching into daily activities.
In preschool, EfS can mean educating individuals to identify problems of various types
relating to sustainability [18]. For preschool teachers teaching about social sustainability,
the findings of this study can be useful.

Ärlemalm and Hedefalk [27] claim that in Nordic countries, studies concerning early
childhood education and EfS are limited. There are a few generalizable international studies
on EfS-related practices. For example, in Australia, a randomized study evaluated the
impact of teacher-designed, play-based learning experiences on the knowledge preschool
children had about healthy eating and play as concepts of well-being and sustainability.
The findings indicated positive changes among children in the intervention group with
regards to connecting knowledge, eating healthy food, and decreasing unhealthy food
servings compared to children in a control group [28]. Similarly, a study in Sweden
investigated the influence of preschool teachers and parents on children’s learning for
environmental, social, and economic sustainability [29]. The results show that there is
a positive relationship between children’s learning about sustainability and their active
participation in sustainability-related discussions and practices with teachers and parents.

To effectively meet global sustainability targets that facilitate evidence-informed
policymaking, studies are needed to explore how social sustainability has been integrated
into EfS in preschool education. Despite an increase in the integration of EfS into daily
teaching at preschools, studies indicate that there are teachers who do not acknowledge
children as active citizens capable of making positive changes within society [30].

1.4. Holistic and Pluralistic Perspectives

EfS can be defined as education that aims to promote a more sustainable future where
citizens are aware of sustainability and where they are also action-oriented when it comes to
sustainability issues [5]. To this end, the literature identifies two main teaching approaches.
One approach is to test benchmarks for best practice, and to reproduce the knowledge,
values, and actions of the existing society in a transmissive way. The second approach is
to recognize the complexity of sustainability issues and the fact that there are multiple
solutions to complex sustainability problems and that we need to seek social transformation
in which ‘educated’ citizens are active in ongoing decision-making processes within their
lifeworld [31–33]. In this study, as well as the professional development opportunities that
the preschool teachers in this study took part in, the latter transformative perspective was
the focus. In such a perspective, a holistic perspective on sustainability and a pluralistic
perspective on teaching are central [34–36].

Seen from a holistic perspective, sustainability issues are frequently characterized by
different, often even contrasting opinions about how to arrive at a solution, and children
are confronted with the need to make up their own minds. The holistic perspectives focus
on the interrelationship and interdependency issues of environmental, social, and eco-
nomic dimensions [35]. The environmental dimension addresses issues related to natural
resources, climate change, and disaster prevention; the social dimension focuses on human
rights, gender equity, health, and cultural diversity; and the economic dimension refers
to poverty reduction, consumption, market economy, and corporate responsibility and
accountability [37]. Gough [35] argues that it is not possible to have an economy without a
society or environment, and nor is it possible to have a society without an economy or en-
vironment. In teaching, this can be translated into teaching from an integrated perspective,
relating the dimensions to each other, distinguishable from a separated perspective [34].

According to Öhman [36], there are three aspects to holism: (i) holism of content:
integration of environmental, social, and economic dimensions of sustainability; (ii) holism
of time: connection with their present, past, and future implications; and (iii) holism
of space: consideration of their local, regional, and international characteristics. In EfS
teaching, therefore, “Learning to connect is becoming increasingly critical to the future
of people and planet” [38] (p. 62). The holistic perspective acknowledges there often
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to be a conflict of interest between the three dimensions at the individual and societal
levels. It is not possible to “have one’s cake and eat it too”, so there need to be priorities in
terms of what to sustain and what to develop. As shown in previous studies on secondary
schools, often the conflict perspective of EfS is omitted and a “harmony perspective” is
developed in the classroom where conflicts can be ignored and where no priorities needs to
be made [39]. It is therefore interesting to see how preschool teachers deal with this aspect
of holism, because it is probably even more difficult to address these critical perspectives at
the preschool level.

EfS includes holistic perspectives on the content taught, and pluralistic teaching
methods involving different values and world views [40]. Often holism and pluralism are
found to be intertwined and are recognized to be important components for EfS.

EfS focuses on the development of the skills and competence of children and students
for sustainability. EfS as a teaching approach can be described as pluralistic: i.e., it takes dif-
ferent perspectives, views, and values into account [36]. In this approach, the individual’s
competence lies in a willingness and ability to take an active role in democratically solving
complex, collective issues related to sustainability. Hence, the pluralistic approach is much
about how to act in society and, therefore, it is an important aspect of social sustainability.
Pluralistic perspectives are characterized by a determination to include different world
views and values in the teaching of sustainability [41]. These teaching methods emphasize
the importance of reflecting on issues related to sustainability instead of teaching the “right”
answers. Although pluralistic teaching methods were found to be effective in elementary
schools [40], information about integrating these methods into the teaching practices of
preschools is limited.

The overall aim of EfS is to generate action-competent individuals [42]. Action can be
defined as a behavior that is voluntary and that when targeted brings about change [43,44].
EfS can be a way to use the education system as a central agent in the transformation of
our societies to make them more sustainable [42]. Therefore, we consider this overarching
goal of EfS to be an important indicator of the social dimension of sustainability education.
In early childhood education, transformation is about “creating changes in the ways
children think, act and learn in relation to sustainability issues, topics and practices” [19]
(p. 23). The concept of transformative education has previously been associated with
adult education, building on the work of Mezirow [45]. According to a contemporary
definition, transformative education fosters “deep engagement with and reflection on our
taken-for-granted ways of viewing the world, resulting in fundamental shifts in how we
see and understand ourselves and our relationship with the world” [46]. In this study, we
argue that the aspects of transformative education are the aspects of developing children’s
autonomy and action competence in the context of the real world that can be outside the
preschool. It is important to explore the extent to which this conceptual framework can be
implemented at the preschool level.

1.5. Study Purpose and Research Questions

In light of this current situation, the purpose of this study is to increase knowledge
about preschool teachers’ teaching practices relating to EfS with a special focus on aspects
of social sustainability. This knowledge is needed to effectively meet global sustainabil-
ity targets that facilitate evidence-informed policymaking. The study investigates the
following research questions:

• How do preschool teachers view EfS?
• How and in what ways does preschool teachers’ teaching of social sustainability

relate to:

# a holistic perspective of sustainability, and
# pluralistic teaching practices from a transformative perspective?

• What challenges do preschool teachers report that they encounter while teaching
social sustainability?
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2. Materials and Methods

The method section contains information about the context of the study, including the
teachers’ professional development (TPD) project, followed by a description of research
design investigating the outcomes of the TPD project, as well as of participants, data
collection, data analysis, and ethical considerations.

2.1. Context of the Study

Our study was conducted in the context of an EfS-school development project in a
mid-sized town in Sweden. The project was developed together with 10 preschools aiming
to support the development of TPD based on the idea of a whole-school approach [47–49],
where all levels in the (pre)schools—that is to say, from school management to young
children—were included. A combined professional development program based on the
suggestions of Desimone [50], Timperley [51], and Avery and Nordén [52] was introduced
that aimed to provide school development in line with EfS through changed teaching
practices, as outlined in the conceptual and theoretical framework.

Two school development project leaders, who led the two-year project, arranged a
training course consisting of a one-day meeting each semester for the preschool teachers
and school management. In this course, expert researchers in the fields of EfS and preschool
education participated as teachers. The first day of training revolved around what EfS
is and why such an educational approach can contribute to transformation; the second
day revolved around how to implement EfS in teaching in a practical way, i.e., holism
and pluralism; and the third day revolved around the new curriculum in relation to EfS.
Days two and three involved the active participation of school management. The last two
training days were held after this study had been conducted.

To transform the input from research and curriculum into teaching practices, four
coordinators, who themselves were preschool teachers, were recruited (10% employment)
to the project. These coordinators met the preschool teachers every month in order to facili-
tate and support the development of new teaching practices. In addition, the coordinators
created an open digital notebook for the preschool teachers to communicate their ideas,
practices, and thoughts relating to EfS. The coordinators met the two project leaders three
to four times each semester for the purpose of professional development and for the chance
to discuss and support development in the preschools. In order to secure the involvement
of the whole (pre)school and real transformation, the project leaders also met the school
leaders three to four times each semester.

2.2. Methods

The main project, as described in Section 2.1, had a theoretical basis in a whole-
school approach that involved, jointly and directly, the two school development project
leaders, the preschool teachers, the preschool management, and politicians at the municipal
level in the implementation of EfS. The involvement of these various levels demonstrates
project adherence to a whole-school approach, developed in line with the framework of
school improvement theory [48]. Accordingly, the project design was three-part: (i) school
development at the local preschool level; (ii) teacher professional development including
all staff; and (iii) evaluation of and research on what occurred in the preschools. This
particular study, which forms part of the evaluation and research, employed a qualitative
semi-structured interview design so as to acquire an in-depth and detailed understanding
of how preschool teachers integrate EfS into their daily teaching. Individual interviews
were used to collect data, which enabled the participants to discuss and reflect on their EfS
practices [53]. As this study was conducted midway through the project, our focus was on
teachers’ EfS practices rather than the impact of TPD. The study was conducted between
April and May 2018. Descriptions of Participants and Data Collection, Thematic Content
Analysis, Trustworthiness, and Ethical Consideration are given below.
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2.2.1. Participants and Data Collection

Twelve teachers, all employees at the eight participating preschools, were interviewed
individually. As mentioned earlier, four of these preschool teachers were engaged (part-
time—10%) as local coordinators for the project. The interviews were conducted a year
and a half after the school development project reached completion, which means that
the preschool teachers had participated in three out of five training days. The participants
were all women aged 26 to 62 who were certified preschool teachers with between 6 and
33 years of experience working with young children. In total, ten preschools participated
in the ESD school development project, but two of them were unable to participate in the
interview study due to other commitments. The preschools were all located in the same
municipality in Sweden.

An interview guide was developed that included questions concerning demography,
teachers’ views on sustainability and EfS in relation to children’s learning, their experiences
of working with EfS, as well as challenges that came with the integration of EfS into
preschool education. Conducted in Swedish, the interviews were audio-recorded and were
fully transcribed by a professional transcriber.

2.2.2. Thematic Content Analysis

To identify the main contents of the data and their messages, a thematic content
analysis of the interview transcriptions was conducted [53,54]. We adopted a two-step
analysis: an inductive and a deductive analysis.

In the first step of the data analysis, the first author read the transcriptions several
times to become thoroughly familiar with the data and discussed them with the sec-
ond author. Both authors started with an inductive approach, searching for statements
relating to the aim of the study. Initial codes were noted concurrently, and they were
frequently discussed. These codes were words that sufficiently described a transcribed
dialogue—what it was about or what it referred to; for example, the code “def. SD” means
“definition/interpretation of sustainable development” and the code “environmental di-
mension only” meant that a participant referred only to the environmental dimension
when talking about sustainability and excluded the other two dimensions. However, it
was not just the codes but the contexts of the codes too that were given consideration when
a theme was developed. Any similarities, inconsistencies, or contradictions in relation to
what individual teachers said were noted for further exploration. In the later stages of
the analysis, some of the codes were modified during the readings of the transcriptions
to ensure consistency and coverage of the codes [55]. Similar types of codes were put
into categories, and from these, major themes emerged. We based our categorization
and thematization on the semantic level of the data, i.e., on the explicit utterances of the
teachers [56].

In the second step of the data analysis, we conducted a deductive analysis of how
these themes contained aspects of the teachers’ views on EfS as expressed in: (1) holistic
and pluralistic perspectives in teaching of EfS, (2) local and global sustainability aspects,
and (3) challenges teachers encountered while teaching social sustainability. A holistic
perspective was coded against referents to aspects of content, time, and space, and their in-
terconnectedness; a pluralistic teaching approach was coded against a shift in perspectives
and use of multiple perspectives; and a transformative perspective was coded against inte-
grating aspects of children autonomy, promoting action competence, integrating authentic
examples, and identity making in the teaching.

The five themes, which are presented in the results below, emerged from the two-stage
thematic content analysis in which we have combined both the inductive and the deductive
approaches. The inductive analysis helped us to identify patterns and gain insight into
the data. Through the inductive analysis, we identified several themes that were new
and innovative, but also sometimes overlapping. The deductive approach enables us to
identify key themes that are valuable as we seek to increase our knowledge about preschool
teachers’ EfS teaching practices with a focus on social sustainability aspects.
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2.2.3. Trustworthiness

In qualitative studies such as this one, trustworthiness is a recommended framework
because it signifies the strength of the study [53]. Four aspects are considered important
to ensure trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability [53].
Credibility is comparable to internal validity and is about demonstrating truth value. In
this study, credibility was ensured by prolonged engagement, which is achieved by remaining
for an extended period in the context in which data are collected since this will allow
for increased familiarity with that context (one of the authors worked in the project for
its three-year duration). Furthermore, peer debriefing was used to ensure credibility: this
meant allowing participants to be involved and to ask questions about the findings during
the analysis. Transferability is a concept comparable to external validity in qualitative
studies. Transferability is best ensured both by describing the methods and analytical
process as deeply and transparently as possible so that others can judge for themselves
whether the results are transferable to their context of interest. A detailed and transparent
description of how the interviews were conducted is provided. All procedures are fully
outlined above, and we provide a detailed description of the context of study, study
design, participants, interview guide development, data collection, and analysis process.
Finally, dependability and confirmability are about showing that the results of the study
are consistent and grounded in the data, and that they would be interpreted similarly
by another researcher, i.e., that the conclusions are not biased by the perceptions of the
researcher. To achieve this, both researchers in this study were involved in a rigorous
process of data analysis comprising two steps: the first was inductive, while the second
was deductive as a way to minimize any bias. The themes were developed based not only
on codes but also on consideration and discussion of the context of the codes. In addition,
the overall project design was based on seminal research reviews of the field [50,51,53],
which placed it in a solid research framework.

2.3. Ethical Considerations

Our study followed the codes and regulations of Good Research Practice [57] in terms
of the informed consent of the participants, maintenance of confidentiality, and use of infor-
mation for the study. The preschools that participated in our study had already consented
to participation when they became involved with the EfS (pre)school development project.
However, informed consent to participate in the study was also obtained from the teachers.
All participation was voluntary, and the participants could withdraw their participation at
any time without providing reason. This study did not include any sensitive information
or participants’ personal details.

3. Results

Five major themes emerged during the thematic content analysis of preschool teachers’
interview data concerning sustainability and EfS: 1. Holistic Views of Sustainability and
EfS; 2. Integrated Perspectives in EfS and SDGs at Preschool; 3. International and Local
Collaboration; 4. Preschool Children’s Participation and Agency in Social Sustainability
Issues; and 5. Challenges with Integrating Social Sustainability into Preschool Education.
The findings are presented below.

3.1. Holistic Views of Sustainability and EfS

All the teachers described sustainability as being an abstract and complex concept
that is difficult to make apprehensible in preschool practices. As well, most stated that a
few years ago, their knowledge and understanding in relation to sustainability was limited
to environmental aspects of sustainability and outdoor activities, but that this changed as
a result of their involvement in the EfS school development project. One teacher stated
that “Until now, sustainable development was really nothing more than environmental
work for me. Five years ago, Green Flag (eco-certification) was perhaps a typical example
of sustainable development” (L3). All preschool teachers shared the fact that they had had
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an “aha moment” when they were given the opportunity both to take part in the workshop
and to listen to lectures on sustainability, EfS, and the 17 SDGs. For some teachers, what
was most exciting was the realization that they had already included EfS in their teaching.
One teacher (L7) stated how “It was probably a huge ‘aha moment’ just to recognize that,
yes, oh my goodness! We’re actually doing this already”.

In general, the preschool teachers described EfS as a perspective that teachers and
children can reflect on in most existing educational activities at preschool. They mentioned
how EfS is about developing a set of values that includes listening to children, and respect-
ing and caring for each other, as well as taking care of the environment. Since “We are a
little part of this large perspective, we should help each other so that we can live together in
harmony” (L12). Another teacher (L6) stated that EfS is about everything: “The economic,
the ecological, and the social; it is not just about them (children) having to recycle and pick
up rubbish . . . rather they should have empathy for others . . . ” According to one teacher,
EfS intends to support children to “ . . . [B]ecome critical and to come up with solutions
and not always look for the easiest way out; instead, it is important to be sustainable. It is
about everything in relation to the economic, the ecological and the social” (L9).

3.2. Integrated Perspectives in EfS and SDGs at Preschool

Some teachers (for example, L3, L4, L9, L10, L11, L12) mentioned the need to integrate
all three dimensions of sustainability into their work with EfS at preschool. Teacher L9
described how when she goes to the forest with children to explore nature and animals,
they always take a bag with them for both rubbish and objects of interest that the children
can learn about, and in such a way they establish a positive relationship with the sur-
rounding environment. She explained how she integrated social and economic dimensions
simultaneously into her teaching. To exemplify social sustainability, they work with the
theme of friendship to learn about being a good friend:

We worked with superheroes and then we could ask, ‘What is your superhero quality?’
They [the children] got the opportunity to present themselves and the qualities of one
of their friends. It was something that sort of boosted their self-confidence and self-
esteem. Through such work, they [the children] learn to appreciate each other and their
qualities. (L9)

As an example of economic sustainability, one teacher (L9) explained how they work
with mathematics in conjunction with talk about the utilization, consumption, and recycling
of resources—for example, paper, milk cartons, and corks. They talk about forms and
patterns in which they include human behavior and “patterns in everyday life”, which can
be interesting and critical for children. To connect economic aspects with EfS, one teacher
stated that:

...[E]conomic aspects, we probably don’t talk about money and economy in the same way
[as we do with other aspects of sustainability]. Still, we try to include them with things
that we have at preschool—for example, the consumption of paper. (L3)

Most of the preschool teachers were aware of the 17 SDGs and described how they
connect EfS activities with different goals. However, they stated how initially this was not
easy. One teacher (L12) described her feelings when she first heard about the 17 SDGs: “Oh
my goodness! How can I work in my tiny department and contribute to gender equality in
society, and how will my work have global influence?” She explained her realization, after
attending the workshop and lectures, that the preschool already worked with many of the
SDGs, such as GOAL 3: Good Health and Well-Being; GOAL 4: Quality Education; and
GOAL 5: Gender Equality. Most preschools had a poster of the 17 SDGs in their entrance
hall to increase awareness among parents. The teachers stated how it is often positive
for children to see how their parents had contributed or what they had constructed for
the preschool.

Another teacher (L4) stated that, “We started working with [global goals] in a more
concrete way, explaining them to the children. We put the goals on our walls”. The teachers
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provided examples of how they integrated global issues into their teaching, such as plastic
in oceans (L4) and water consumption (L11). Another teacher (L10) provided an example
of how she works with “Emergent Literary Training” (Läslyftet in Swedish). She explained
how teachers received professional development training in children’s reading and writing
development. According to her, this type of work is relevant to the SDGs, for example,
Goal 4 about quality education for all. She argued that teachers require such training since
they lay the foundations for children to become good readers.

3.3. International and Local Collaboration

A few teachers claimed that young children need to acquire knowledge about other
countries, to learn about different cultures, and to know that there are languages other
than their own. One of the teachers described the collaboration her preschool had with a
preschool in Canada:

It is important that children gain a wider perspective: i.e., the world is bigger than me,
my family, my town, and my country. They think this is cool. They can speak a bit
of English, but the most important thing is that they see that there are children on the
other side of the Atlantic and it is absolutely fantastic. We can see them [the children in
Canada] on a large screen. So we use IT a lot now—digital technology to create bridges,
to build bridges between children. (L1)

The teacher (L1) explained that at her preschool, teachers invited non-Swedish mem-
bers of staff to come to their preschool units to talk about their countries, languages, or
festivals. She (L1) further explained how lesson plans include the festivities of non-Swedish
children so as to encourage a sense of involvement and to provide opportunities for the
children to learn about one another. Some preschools have a digital site for the publication
of weekly activities and the sharing of information. By using digital technology, preschool
children learn and see “What children in other places do and, for example, how they recycle
in Canada” (L3).

Four years ago at another preschool, teachers began collaborating with preschool
staff in Nepal. The aim of the collaboration was for the children to build friendships and
solidarity. The teacher stated:

It [the place] is called Malagiri, in Nepal. We made contact with a preschool, you might
say, and we helped each other with education and exchanges between the children. Our
children have sent drawings there, and we have received drawings from them. Especially
after the earthquake in Nepal, our children had the opportunity to see that they (the
children in Nepal) did not have anything left. We wanted to support them, and we sent
cuddly toys to the children. We have built a solar-powered shower, yes, solar panels; we
have collected money for this so that we could help. (L4)

The teacher (L4) described how they sold plants and flowers, how the children made
clay pots and other things, and how they collected toys and educational materials that they
then sent to Nepal. The preschools maintain contact on Facebook. The teacher (L4) views
the collaboration as extremely important since “There aren’t that many different cultures
in this preschool. It is extremely homogeneous. Therefore, it is super important for our
children to experience other cultures”.

To integrate global issues into preschool education, the teachers explained their use
of smartboards and projectors to show children video clips and cartoons that are from
different parts of the world. They also visit places, such as libraries and museums, and
venture into nature, where they talk about global issues and connect them to what is
happening locally. The teachers (e.g., L7, L10) gave examples of their collaboration with
the outside community and the involvement of parents in various activities in preschool.
According to one teacher (L7), parents are generally positive about EfS activities. She (L7)
explained that “We know that the children even talk to their parents and the parents also
informed us about them [EfS activities at preschool]”. A few teachers explained how they
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regularly post their weekly work plans and activities on the preschool’s digital site so that
parents can see what the children will be doing.

Teacher L10 stated that her preschool is involved in a form of social collaboration with
a nearby home for the elderly, and that the children are often invited there to celebrate
Lucia (an annual Swedish tradition celebrating St. Lucia on 13 December) and Easter, to
bake for Christmas, to barbecue, and so on. She stated that:

This collaboration began before the preschool took part in this (pre)school development
project. But after we became involved in the project, we realized that it [collaboration] is
actually very good. Just for the simple fact that the children get the opportunity to meet
another generation and to get to know them . . . (L10)

The teacher (L10) also talked about the excellence of this form of collaboration
among nations and between generations. According to her, the children enjoy both being
with old people (and this is reciprocal) as well as knowing about the lives of people in
other countries.

3.4. Preschool Children’s Participation and Agency in Social Sustainability Issues

Some teachers talked about children’s participation and actions, such as growing
plants, taking care of the environment, and being a good friend, as being important aspects
of EfS. Some teachers emphasized the need to listen to young children and to respect their
opinions, which are factors stated in the convention on the rights of the child. One teacher
described how in her preschool, she teaches children “ . . . [T]o be critical thinkers so that
they too can make this planet a better place . . . we want to capture the thoughts, curiosity,
and imagination of children, and connect these through play” (L4). Teacher L12 stated that
“We must make children realize that even little steps can affect big steps. Everything we do
has a consequence”.

The teachers provided examples of how children’s voices are heard and their opinions
valued in planning and decision-making activities. Teacher L11 stated how she works with
an EfS theme that interests children that the children themselves select. For example, she
reported how children at her preschool became interested in learning more about water.
The teachers and children, working together, found out that:

Water isn’t to be found everywhere [in the world]. Many countries do not have much
water. What can we do about that? The children came up with different ideas about how
those countries could be supplied with water. Perhaps we can install pipelines [to get
water]. We searched different websites and found that UNICEF drills the ground for
water. That way we try to work both locally and globally. (L11)

She (L11) also stated how she talked about how to save water and how to help those
who do not have water, food, or other essential items. Furthermore, she explained how
their educational activities progressed from the theme of water to other issues, with focus
on norms and values. She (L11) stated that “To be able to help someone, you must have
empathy and an understanding that there are others, not just me. And what can I do so
that we all can live well together?” Most teachers explained how the children participate
in different activities together with teachers with themes such as the cycle of nature,
litter-collecting week, experiments in nature, and recycling. One teacher (L11) explained
that “They [the children] are extremely wise and when we started, especially with water
consumption issues, we found out how much they already knew, how much curiosity they
have and how many ideas they have”.

Four teachers (i.e., L4, L5, L11, L12) explained the importance of children’s involve-
ment in discussions and of helping them to reflect on issues. Teacher L5 mentioned how
she began a bird project after a child had been talking about winter birds. Some of the
children in her group were curious to know why birds do not freeze, where they live, and
where they fly to during winter. The children began to investigate birds, including how
they live in other countries. The children planned ways to help vulnerable birds. The
teacher (L5) stated that “In this way, we could include global thinking” with the children;
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according to her, it does not need to be an advanced topic. The teacher (L5) described
how the children painted birds and observed them in outdoor settings. Together with
their teacher, they read books about birds, watched films, and used binoculars to observe
them. Over time, the bird project grew to include many aspects, both environmental and
social. For example, the children learned about the countries from where the birds came,
the lifestyle of people in those countries, and their geographical position. One teacher
(L3) said that children’s interests need to be taken into consideration in the planning and
carrying out of EfS activities.

3.5. Challenges with Integrating Social Sustainability into Preschool Education

Indeed, the integration of social aspects of sustainability into EfS teaching at preschools
was a matter of concern for many teachers. Teachers (L6 and L8) from two preschools
stated that although they find working with EfS to be exciting, they also find it challenging
because it requires knowledge and practical experience. It is especially challenging for
those who have not worked with EfS before. This was mainly because most of the teachers’
knowledge and understanding in relation to sustainability was limited to environmental
aspects of sustainability, at least until their involvement in the EfS school development
project. One teacher stated how sustainability was really nothing more than environmental
work for her and Green Flag (eco-certification) was a typical example of sustainability (L3).

In addition, teacher L9 stated that it was difficult to work with EfS because preschool
teachers need to plan and prepare everything on their own as there is little teaching material
that can be used for EfS teaching at preschool.

Two teachers (L11, L12) stated their initial concern about having an “extra workload”
that might require a new way of working. The preschool teachers talked about how the
activities at preschool are different from those in primary school and, therefore, how it is
good to begin with EfS on a small scale, with focus on what the preschool teachers usually
do, and then move towards the larger perspectives and global goals; otherwise, EfS may
appear to be too complicated and abstract for preschool teachers.

4. Discussion

The main findings of our study are discussed below in relation to policy documents,
international declarations, a literature review, and earlier studies.

4.1. Holism and Pluralism in the Teaching of Social Sustainability in Preschool

In light of the combined professional and school development project, it seems that
the preschool teachers took their point of departure from a holistic approach to EfS when
planning and designing their teaching activities. Themes in the results section clearly
demonstrate teaching practices in which the integration of the contents represent all three
dimensions of sustainability: the environmental, the social, and the economic. This finding
is consistent with Gough’s [35] definition of holism in EfS. This holistic approach is recog-
nized to be crucial in the teaching of sustainability [38], yet most of the teachers stated how
for them, initially, EfS was entirely about the environment: it was only with training that
they increased their understanding of the interrelationship between and interdependency
of environmental, social, and economic dimensions. An example can be found in teachers’
work with mathematics in which they integrated issues like human behavior, human
consumption pattern, and its impact on our nature. We can conclude that content-wise, the
preschool teachers in this study included the social dimension; however, since this was a
consequence of the TPD, these results do not necessarily translate to preschools in Swe-
den. What was also evident from our results is that most preschool teachers understood,
and taught about, the three dimensions from an integrated perspective [34]. However,
they seldom, if ever, included more critical perspectives in which priorities need to be
made between the dimensions. From the excerpts in the results section, the harmony
perspective [39] was the perspective promoted most, and conflicts were avoided. As can
be seen in the excerpts, some teachers explicitly referred to ‘harmony’ as something they
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aimed for. This may be an important aspect for future EfS research on preschools. A
question that then emerges is whether it is possible to address these more complex conflict
perspectives at the preschool level. If this aspect were to be developed in preschool teach-
ing, we would suggest that the social dimension be the dimension to start with, because
young children can relate to social experiences rather than environmental or economic ones,
and in this way, they can draw from their everyday experiences when conflict perspectives
are introduced.

Traces of pluralism were identified in the preschool teachers’ EfS practices. The chil-
dren were encouraged to be critical thinkers, and their active participation was identified:
this can be linked to pluralism at the preschool level [25,36,41], and is also an important
aspect of the social dimension of EfS. However, in preschool education, it might be too
abstract to introduce different standpoints and worldviews in the same way as is done
in primary and especially secondary schools. In a study of EfS teaching in primary and
secondary schools in Sweden, it was found that pluralistic teaching approaches had the
most positive effect on pupils aged 15 to 16, while pupils aged 12 to 13 needed direction
and frameworks to deal with the complexity of pluralism [40]. The question is to what
extent are preschool children able to handle the uncertainty of pluralism, which, in contrast
to transmissive teaching, needs more attention in educational development and research.
However, freedom of will is necessary for the development of action competence [42], and,
as shown by our results, at least some teachers developed such practices and allowed
children to think critically. This more active aspect of social sustainability is important in
EfS if the goal is to strive for action competence [44].

Consequently, Ärlemalm and Sandberg [20] claim that to some extent, pluralism can be
found in discussions between children and adults on topics related to social sustainability.
However, they [20] argue that the children’s thoughts, understanding, and experiences
rarely have an impact on daily preschool activities. In our study, we found some evidence
that children were given such agency. Interestingly, such agency often revolved around
environmental issues, such as water consumption and a bird project, but connected less so
to social issues that would seem easier for preschool children to relate to. More research is
needed to explore the challenges related to adopting pluralism in preschool education and
to investigate whether preschool teachers find it difficult to come up with ideas to include
pluralistic teaching practices.

4.2. Transformation of Preschool Teachers’ Views on and Practices of EfS

We would claim that the teachers argued for a transformative perspective on ed-
ucation at preschool, i.e., education that aims to change society and society to change
education, which is important when social aspects of EfS are addressed. The idea that
early childhood education should have an impact is not particularly controversial; indeed,
that idea is mainstream (i.e., [3,4,24]). In the results section, the theme ‘International and
Local Collaboration’ is an example of how society at large, or the authentic world, is
brought into preschool teaching practices [1,5]. This is a strong aspect of transformative
teaching practice in EfS that is about creating changes in the ways children think and act to
make the world a better place and to care for people around us. Examples of this are the
collaboration between preschool children in Sweden and Canada, and the collaboration
between children in Sweden and Nepal. Such activities as these help children establish
international friendships, allow them to learn about the lives of others, and help them
develop respect for other cultures and languages, which are all points raised in the Swedish
preschool curriculum [15] and which can all be argued to be innovative aspects of social
sustainability. However, at the same time, many of the preschool teachers’ comments
revealed quite normative standpoints, such as “We must make children realize that . . . ”
(L12), so their transformative standpoints were framed with a normative objective, which
of course is in line with the curriculum, but might be questioned from a true transformative
standpoint [31]. This finding shows that the preschool teachers do not totally embrace a
transformative perspective where children are encouraged to find their own standpoints;
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rather, the children are required, based on the experiences of the teachers themselves, to
find a common, more collective pre-defined solution to sustainability issues. However,
we would still conclude that when teachers and children were involved in day-to-day
sustainability curriculum activities, they actively got engaged in social sustainability issues
that could bring about change in society. These findings are supported by previous studies
that explored teachers’ and children’s work with sustainability in preschool [25,27,49,58].

4.3. Connecting Global and Local Aspects of Sustainability in Preschool Education

The most common examples of educational activities that teachers mentioned included
both the environmental and social aspects of sustainability, such as being out in nature,
picking up litter in the forest, and developing empathy for others. These activities are
commonplace in Swedish preschools, as apparent in other studies [20,27]. However, our
study identifies a couple of rather novel activities related to social sustainability, such as
international collaboration and respect for other cultures and people that relate directly
to the content of SDG 4.7, which emphasizes “global citizenship and appreciation of
cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development” [1] (p. 17).
The example of these types of social sustainability issues were apparent in the results
section where the children established friendships and solidarity between Sweden and
Nepal with support from preschool teachers. This type of collaboration is not commonly
found in regular preschools and signals a step towards implementing EfS [20]. Here we
can see the possibility of developing future work to promote these aspects in preschool
teaching practices.

The findings indicate the positive impact professional development has on teachers in
terms of their understanding of the complexity of EfS from a holistic perspective and their
being able to put EfS into practice while connecting SDGs with activities in a simple and
innovative way. The results of this study support findings from previous studies [49,58,59]
that show teachers’ participation in sustainability projects has a direct impact on their
knowledge about sustainability as well as their practices of EfS from a holistic perspective.
Therefore, to integrate social sustainability into preschool education, teachers need the
opportunity to participate in in-service training or in (pre)school development projects to
increase their level of sustainability competency.

4.4. Children’s Agency and Global Citizenship

Most of the teachers acknowledged the importance of children’s active participation
in some of the activities, such as growing plants and caring for the environment, as well
as the importance of helping them to become critical thinkers as a means to make the
world a better place. They also gave some examples of how they listen to children and
value their opinions in planning and decision-making activities. The Swedish preschool
curriculum [15] (p. 17) strongly emphasizes how “Children have right to participation
and influence”. This also relates to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article
12) [60]. However, it is not just enough to acknowledge children’s agency; rather, we need
to explore how their agency can be enacted [61,62]. The global citizenship perspective
promotes personal respect and respect for others, which also links to social sustainability. In
this study, we noticed that preschool teachers and children were engaged in learning about
the world from a global and local perspective. The children participated in the community
and established contacts with children in Canada and Nepal, thereby developing respect
for other cultures. These aspects connect to social sustainability in EfS and it is through
such activities that children become global citizens [1].

4.5. Challenges with Integrating Social Sustainability into Preschool Education

At the start of the project, a couple of teachers worried about the extra work that
may result from integrating EfS into their teaching activities—a common concern among
teachers unfamiliar with working with EfS [27,63]. According to the teachers themselves,
one reason for this concern was that they did not know how to integrate EfS—especially the
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social and economic aspects—into preschool education. Another concern they highlighted
was the lack of educational materials that incorporated the theme of social sustainability,
and the fact they would have to prepare all the teaching materials themselves. This finding
is in line with those of other studies showing there to be a lack of both practical activities
and teaching materials [22,63,64]. What this indicates is the need for teaching materials
that include not only environmental but also social and economic aspects of sustainability,
especially now when the preschool curriculum has explicitly included EfS [15]. An area for
improvement is thus to develop teaching materials relating to social sustainability if we
want that aspect to be included in preschool teachers’ practices.

Although the teachers at the preschools involved in this study received the same
professional development training, the results demonstrate that some preschools were
more comfortable and advanced in how they integrated EfS, including the social dimension,
than others. A reason for this could be that some teachers are personally committed to
EfS and that they had worked with sustainability even before their involvement in the
project. Previous studies concerning professional development research for EfS found that
the introduction of change in practices towards sustainability is important since it grants
the teacher authority (which encompasses responsibility, and decision-making power);
resources and specialization (information, knowledge, and skills); and self-determination
(initiative, creativity, and autonomy) [65,66]. If teachers are not given authority, resources
and specialization, and self-determination, they will often fall back on former practices such
as “greening issues” like composting and littering, as well as neglecting the social aspects
of EfS. In future studies, it would be interesting to identify which of these three aspects
empowers teachers in current TPD and why some teachers are more influenced than others.

4.6. Method Discussion

Since this study involved preschools that are part of a (pre)school development project
and a professional development project for teachers in a single municipality, the findings
are unlikely to represent all preschools in Sweden and should therefore not be generalized.
For this study, we collected data by interviewing teachers. These findings could have
been strengthened by adding observations of teachers’ educational practices to verify
the interview results. As such, we would encourage further studies using these more
direct methodologies.

5. Conclusions

The findings indicate that professional development training for teachers resulted in
an increase in knowledge and a transformation in teaching practices at preschools when
it came to the integration of social sustainability aspects, such as caring for oneself, for
other people, and for the world from a holistic perspective. The teachers associated local
sustainability challenges with those faced internationally. To a certain extent, children’s
agency was noted in teaching activities that supported children’s active participation and
engagement in various activities. The training was an eye-opener for the teachers, and it
helped them to understand how the three dimensions of sustainability are interconnected
and interdependent. Despite all the teachers being part of the (pre)school development
project, their level of engagement with EfS teaching varied. The question thus arises as
to how the same initiative and training can have different outcomes when it comes to
knowledge and EfS practices, and what can be done to address this.

To conclude, it is important that teachers receive training that can help them to
include the social dimension of EfS. From the findings of this study, it is possible to claim
that some changes have taken place in preschool teaching practices related to the social
dimension of EfS in terms of holism, pluralism, and transformation. SDG 4 states the need
to increase the number of qualified and well-trained teachers by 2030, as teachers are the
key to sustainability, and they need to be empowered [1]. Empowering teachers means
empowering our future generation. Unless all levels of education actively address the
implementation of Agenda 2030 for sustainability, the situation will remain unchanged.
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We expect that the findings of this study may contribute to improve EfS teaching
practices in preschools. The interviews made it apparent that the teachers initially viewed
sustainability from an environmental perspective; however, after involvement in the school
development project, they began to integrate the social sustainability dimension into their
teaching. Further studies are needed to elucidate what aspects of the TPD program and
local school development project induced the development of holism, pluralism, and
transformative education in the participating preschools. Another question that also needs
attention in research and development is how much agency and pluralism preschool
children can handle.
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