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Abstract: This study aimed to investigate research articles that relate to education for sustainability,
primarily in early childhood, in order to describe to what extent a holistic perspective on
education for sustainability has been applied, and how the social dimension is conceptualized.
The review comprised research articles in Nordic Journals of Education, International Journals of
Early Childhood Education, and International Journals of Education/Environmental/Sustainability
education. The findings disclosed that researchers within the field of education for sustainability
acknowledged, to a large extent, environmental, economic, and social aspects, and thus applied
a holistic perspective. This review shows, however, that even if the social dimension were
conceptualized as strongly related to topics such as social justice, citizenship, and the building
of stable societies, few articles have investigated diversity, multicultural perspectives, or migrant
children’s situations in the context of early childhood education for sustainability. This review
discloses that the concept of belonging is rarely used in connection to migrants and refugees in
research on early childhood education for sustainability. A further argument encourages the inclusion
of these aspects in further research which claims social sustainability.
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1. Introduction

As a demographic change is seen in many parts of the world, the issue of migrant children’s
experiences of belonging is a topic that needs to be addressed on the early childhood education agenda
for sustainability. It is an urgent matter that the world community respect the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights [1], as well as the Convention on the Rights of the Child [2]. Societies
have the duty to protect and restore every child’s right to live and to develop to his/her full potential.
To create optimal conditions for migrant children, we believe that a holistic education is of the utmost
importance in the most formative years, as also stated by the World Organization of Early Childhood
Education, OMEP 2016 [3].

In this article, we understand education for sustainability as a process of social and cultural
learning and, fundamentally, a value-based approach for developing new understandings and practices
that give better conditions for all children. By sustaining equity, future generations’ ability to live
together in diverse societies will be nourished.

Crucial to our understanding is that we understand young children in light of their local
cultural-historical heritage as well as understand that their childhood is happening now, as we speak.
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Future global and local work with sustainability will need to boost early childhood education for the
simple reason that children spend their most formative years there. In early childhood educational
institutions, families have tight bonds with their children and, therefore, most of them follow children’s
institutional lives with emotional interest. Research is evident when it comes to the crucial impact that
a community has for children. It is indicated that being a part of a group of children in a new setting
is of a great importance for children with an historical background of migration; however, children
with an immigrant background can encounter challenges in experiencing belonging and positioning
themselves within the kindergarten community [4,5].

As outlined by Siraj-Blatchford [6], social sustainability concerns social, cultural and political
issues affecting people’s lives within and between nations. However, as just and inclusive societies
are characterized, among other factors, by participation and solidarity, today’s societies may have a
way to go in developing such inclusive societies for all, as young children’s self-understanding and
future expectations are influenced by ‘racial’ equality and social class [6]. Substantive aspects such
as social cohesion, inclusion, belonging and identity are central in defining social sustainability [7].
At the opposite end of the spectrum, social exclusion can be an impediment to social cohesion and
social sustainability. As identified by OMEP 2016 [3], social exclusion constitutes a potential high-risk
situation for migrant, refugee and asylum seeking children and their families, and it also weakens the
common sense of belonging and identity that characterizes social cohesion [8].

By investigating what today’s research in early childhood says about multicultural perspectives,
diversity and belonging in the context of education for social sustainability, our study aims to contribute
to new knowledge that can strengthen the perspective on social sustainability and support the situation
for migrant and refugee children in early childhood institutions.

1.1. Background: Education for Sustainability in Early Childhood

Throughout the 1980s, the term Environmental Education was the international term used in
debates on a growing concern for environmental issues that had occurred in the course of the 1960s
and 1970s [9]. The Belgrade Charter (1975) [9] and The Tbilisi Declaration (1977) [10] aimed at the
education of people, sought to pay attention to and work towards solutions of environmental problems
and prevent new ones [10]. The Rio turning point and Agenda 21 in 1992 suggested a balance between
the needs of the environment and the needs of humankind, and the Agenda 21 chapter 36 [11] also
introduced and identified the Education for Sustainable Development as critical in order to promote
sustainable development.

The terms Environmental Education, Education for Sustainable Development and Education
for Sustainability are sometimes used interchangeably, and there are differences and tensions in how
the terms are perceived. It has been argued that the turn from a focus on purely environmental
issues within Environmental Education, towards more anthropocentric and pluralistic interpretations
within Education for Sustainable Development, facilitates typically human needs such as human
rights, democracy, and social issues at the expense of environmental issues [12]. Other researchers
have claimed that Education for Sustainability, to a larger extent than Education for Sustainable
Development, answers to the holistic perspective that acknowledges humanity’s dependence on
nature [13]. In this review, we do not take a stand on that particular issue; we prefer to use the term
Education for Sustainability, and apply the UNESCO 2012 [14] meaning of the concept of Education
for Sustainable Development—education for social transformation and with the goal of creating
sustainable societies.

Education for sustainability aims to influence people’s thinking and actions, and thereby
contribute to sustainable decisions being taken. The UNESCO report, The contribution of early childhood
to a sustainable society (2008) [15], concluded, among other conclusions, that early childhood education
for sustainability is crucial as values, behavior and skills that are established in childhood may impact
on choices and attitudes later in life. Further, the report pointed out that sustainability challenges
us to move towards inclusive rather than segregated societies, and that a call for conceptualizations
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that strengthens interdependence, solidarity and justice was needed. The report Taking children
seriously—how the EU can invest in early childhood education for a sustainable future (2011) [16],
stated that even very young children are capable of advanced thinking in the context of social
and environmental issues. Several researchers have thus advocated that, as a foundation for an
understanding of sustainability is shaped in childhood, education for sustainable development should
be emphasized in early childhood education [15,17–19].

After Julie Davis’s [20] pioneering review on early childhood education for sustainability revealed
that researchers within the context of education for sustainability generally did not include early
childhood education in their research, and researchers within the field of early childhood generally did
not investigate sustainability issues, two additional early childhood reviews on the subject have been
conducted. Somerville and Williams [19] investigated whether there had been a change in focus on
sustainable development in early childhood education research after Davis’s (2009) review, and whether
the research effort had increased. Somerville and Williams [19] did not investigate the social dimension
in their study; however, the review from Hedefalk et al. [21] conceptualized the social dimension as
involving justice, equality and a democratic approach [21]. Hedefalk et al.’s [21] review identified
two different definitions of education for sustainability in early childhood education, i.e., it could be
perceived as a threefold approach to education ‘about’, ‘for’ and ‘in’ the environment, and it included
three interrelated dimensions—economic, social, and environmental. The authors pointed out that
although both economic and social issues could cause unsustainable practices, they did not find any
articles focusing on larger social issues related to sustainability. Hedefalk et al. thus questioned
whether the social dimension was overlooked on the grounds that the focus on the environmental
dimension overshadowed it [21].

1.2. Research Topic and Aim: The Unexplored Field of Education for Social Sustainability

In political as well as educational debates, a turn is seen in how sustainability is perceived,
and an awareness of the differences in perceptions of the relationship between nature and society is
crucial in the ongoing sustainability debate [22]. Traditionally, the understanding of sustainability and
sustainability education is embedded within a three-pillar model where environmental, economic,
and social aspects are interwoven [17,23]. As each aspect within the three-pillar model has developed
independently, the interdependence and relationship between the three aspects, or dimensions, has not
been sufficiently formulated, and one aspect in particular, the aspect of social sustainability, seems to
lack a clear and coherent definition [23].

While issues such as global warming have been the dominant idea for a long time in the general
worldwide sustainability debate and research, research into documenting the practice of environmental
education has been the dominant area within early childhood sustainability research [24]. The field
of early childhood educational research is currently focused on expanding the knowledge-base,
elaborating upon what sustainability empirically means in early childhood education, and what it
could look like in practice. This new research covers many aspects and dimensions of sustainability;
nevertheless, it is often stated that the social dimensions of education for sustainability, which comprise
questions regarding social justice and human rights, are less researched, compared to, for example,
the ecological dimensions [25,26]. As elaborated, this is a fact also reflected through the findings in the
review by Hedefalk et al. [21].

The social dimension of Education for Sustainability, as formulated by the UN, is about ensuring
that all people have a good and just foundation for a decent life and have the opportunity to influence
their own lives and the communities in which they live [27]. Social sustainability requires ethos of
compassion and equality [6,28], and can embrace a wide range of aspects, from the most general such
as social justice and optimizing quality of life and well-being for future generations, to more specific
goals such as enhancing people’s democratic right to participate, take action, and influence their own
lives in all institutions they are a part of.
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Eizenberg and Jabareen [23] approach social sustainability, among other approaches, within the
concept of equity and diversity, where all members of a society, regardless of origin, race, ethnicity,
gender, or color are permitted to participate in the society as peers. As social inclusion and the sense
of community and belonging constitute social sustainability, different social or ethnic groups may be
exposed to a lack of recognition and opportunities to participate in the society as equal citizens [23].
The concept of ‘belonging’ is introduced by Hägglund and Johansson [26] and grouped with the
concept of ‘values’, and as an important concept within early childhood education for sustainability.
Children’s ‘belonging’ is related to their right to be involved, and linked to an identity as citizens,
both in the local and the global context as world citizens. In children’s peer cultures, the children’s
membership to the group is being continuously produced and re-produced [29], and the premises for
social inclusion and belonging can be subject to negotiations, where characteristics such as age and
gender can be used to legitimize exclusion [26,30]. Previous research has shown that migrant children
and youth can be especially exposed to such experiences of outside-hood [4,31–33]. As children
with the same social and cultural background often can share some kind of knowledge on how the
world works [32], migrant children may be aware of the risk of being perceived as on the outside of a
community to which they do not belong [4].

In the context of early education for sustainability, the issue of ‘citizenship’ is a value that is
frequently emphasized [19,26]. In kindergarten, the children’s experiences of ‘citizenship’ and of being
included in the community can be related to their experience of belonging, regardless of race, ethnicity
or origin [34,35]. As the demographic change in the European population is a fact, the issue of migrant
children’s experiences of citizenship and belonging is a topic that should be placed highly on the
agenda in early childhood education for sustainability. In this review of the research literature in
the field of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability, we seek to answer the call for additional
research and conceptualization of social sustainability, and examine the concept of “belonging” within
this context. Four research questions guided our study:

1. To what extent is a holistic and social perspective on sustainability applied/reflected in research
articles regarding Early Childhood Education for Sustainability?

2. How is the social dimension of Education for Sustainability conceptualized by researchers in
Early Childhood Education?

3. What does research say about diversity/multicultural perspectives and migrant children as
related to the social dimension of Education for Sustainability?

4. What does research say about ‘belonging’ (and related concepts) in the context of Early Childhood
Education for Sustainability?

Although our study investigated several of the same journals as the two aforementioned reviews
by Somerville and Williams [19] and Hedefalk et al. [21], our review differs from those by our explicit
focus on social sustainability, belonging and diversity. Our study’s main conclusions revealed a lack of
research on diversity, multicultural perspectives and migrant children’s situations within the context
of early childhood education for social sustainability. Additionally, although ‘holistic’ approaches
were applied within the research articles, new questions were raised concerning what such approaches
within the context of education for sustainability actually imply, as the content contained in the term
‘holistic’ varied.

2. Materials and Methods

In this literature review, only articles published in educational research journals were included,
which means that books and book chapters have been excluded. Although the study primarily
intended to focus on research within early childhood education, the review initially included other
education journals as well. This was based on a wish to also include Nordic education journals in
the review, and the number of Nordic journals that mainly focused on early childhood education
was limited.
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Being aware of that, two other literature reviews on the issue of education for sustainability
in early childhood education were conducted in 2015 [19,21]. These two reviews were included
as research articles within the review in addition to being read as preparation before conducting
this review. Since these two reviews have been conducted quite recently, the time span for this review
was set as quite short, between 2013 and 2017/2018.

As both of the above mentioned reviews included the same research journals as Davis’s [20]
often-cited review, this review’s first step comprised 12 of the same journals (both Nordic and
international) included in Hedefalk et al.’s [21] work, with an additional 8 journals, of which 4 were
Nordic. In other words, the total of 20 journals that were investigated within the timespan, comprised
9 Nordic journals and 11 international journals.

2.1. Keywords and Selection of Articles

The 20 journals were investigated by searching for keywords in the articles’ titles, keywords,
and/or abstracts. As the concept of ‘belonging’ is complex, dynamic, and multidimensional [30,36–38],
we found it necessary to include terms that we considered related to (or elements of) ‘belonging’ within
Education for Sustainability, such as ‘citizenship’ and ‘agency’.

The keywords used in the search were sustainability, sustainable/environmental development,
social sustainability, social dimension, belonging, citizenship, democracy, and agency. In the Nordic
journals, the search was supplied with the same words in Norwegian and Swedish, in order
to include articles written in those languages. Four of the journals of education had the term
‘sustainable/sustainability or environmental’ in their title, and, as a consequence, it was not essential
that these terms should also be reflected in the article’s titles, abstracts, or keywords. The search
within these journals was, therefore, conducted in such a way that all titles and abstracts within
the timeframe were read. Articles that only focused on nature/environment and, in addition,
focused on children/youth above the age of 10, were excluded, while articles focusing on early
childhood were included. Considering that one of the research questions was about finding out how
social sustainability was conceptualized in research, almost all articles that conceptualized social
sustainability were read and included, even if they were aimed towards youth/young adults.

A growing body of research that investigated children’s voices and children’s right to participation
meant that several articles were found by searching the terms ‘belonging’, ‘citizenship’, and/or ‘agency’
in titles, keywords, or abstracts. These articles were read thoroughly in the first step of the review,
in order to decide whether the articles mentioned or were aimed towards Education for Sustainability
or Environmental Education, or whether the authors related the concepts to issues of sustainability,
climate change, living in the Anthropocene, etc. If they did not comprise any such topics, they were
excluded from the review.

2.2. Procedure for Conducting the Review

The review was conducted in four steps. The first step investigated the 20 journals as described
above, resulting in a total of 59 articles that were relevant for further investigation. In the first step,
the results disclosed that, in two of the chosen 20 journals—Journal of Early Childhood Research and
Journal of Education for Sustainable Development—no relevant articles were found for the review within
the chosen timeframe.

In step two, the 59 articles were read in order to decide whether the content was relevant for
the review or not. Even if the review started with a very broad focus regarding the age group that
the research articles investigated, choices had to be made along the way in order to both limit and
expand the search towards answering the research questions. The first research question sought to
determine to what extent a holistic approach was applied in research articles in early childhood. As a
consequence, research articles that only focused on the environmental dimension and children above
the age of 10 were excluded from the review. On the other hand, regarding the next research question
which explored how the social dimension was conceptualized in early childhood research, we had to
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make some concessions as there was little research on this topic. As such, research articles that actually
outlined or even investigated social sustainability were included, even if the age group in focus was
above the aforementioned age or young adults, for example, Reis and Ferreira [39] and Miedema and
Bertam-Troost [40]. As a result of reading and re-reading the articles, the final number of journals
included was limited (See Table S1) and a total of 41 articles were considered relevant and were
included in the final steps of the review (See Supplementary Materials—List of 41 articles included in
the review).

After finishing step 2, the 41 articles were then read again and investigated thoroughly. As a third
step, the articles were organized in feature maps [41] that highlighted the articles’ main goals, research
questions, applied theory, method, sample size, and conclusions. Articles that had been found in step 1
by using keywords such as ‘belonging’, ‘citizenship’, ‘’democracy’, or ‘agency’ (in English, Norwegian,
or Swedish) also obtained an additional column in the feature map which specified how and to what
extent the content of the article was linked to issues related to Education for Sustainability.

As a fourth and final step of the review, new feature maps were developed, this time in order to
reveal how the content of the chosen articles related to the four research questions that guided the
review. In this step, topics such as ‘holistic’ approach, social sustainability, diversity, multicultural
perspectives, and migrant children were investigated. To establish an adequate overview on the feature
maps in the third and fourth steps of the review, and in order to summarize and analyze the findings,
a computer program for text analysis, Nvivo, was used. By creating and using nodes with keywords
that reflected the content of the research questions, the computer program proved to be a useful tool to
identify similarities and inequalities in the research material. The same method was also used to create
an overview of the different methods used in the research articles.

3. Results

3.1. Research in Education for Sustainability between 2013 and 2017/2018

The 41 articles from the 14 journals investigated topics in a range from the teacher’s
competencies and interpretations regarding Education for Sustainability, the teacher’s understandings
of sustainability and the teacher’s as well as the children’s role in supporting social change and solving
challenges of local and global patterns of unsustainable lifestyles, whether that be the issue of poverty
and food security within the context of Education for Sustainability, nature play and children’s lived
experiences as global citizens, or explorations of educators conceptual understandings and pedagogical
practices related to early childhood education for sustainability.

An interesting finding is the ‘more-than-human’ as a subject for investigation related to Education
for Sustainability. Perspectives that focused on connectedness with nature, human–animal relations,
common worlds, and relations with the more-than-human or non-human were found in Nordic and
international articles alike [42–46]. Some articles even argued that the hegemonic way of understanding
the relationship between the human and the more-than-human or non-human should be challenged in
order to secure a global and holistic change for sustainability [45,47–49].

Another important finding worth noting is that the issue of children’s agency was recurring in
many of the articles, and children as agents for change and the need to listen to children’s voices was
described both in relation to environmental aspects as well as social aspects of sustainability [47–58].

3.2. Application of a Holistic Perspective in Education for Sustainability

A holistic perspective in Education for Sustainability was more or less applied in an overwhelming
majority of the articles (36 of 41). At least three interdependent dimensions—environmental, economic,
and social—were described in almost all of the articles, implicitly or explicitly, and, while some of them
mainly related their research, findings, and discussions to the environmental dimension [59,60], a large
proportion of the articles explicitly supported a socially critical and holistic informed perspective on
Education for Sustainability [21,40,48–52,54,56,57,61–66].
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Five of the articles (all from one North American journal), mainly used the term ‘environmental
education’, but, as Iskos and Karakosta [67] described, the environment is perceived holistically
with the inclusion of the natural, the artificial, the structured, the socio-economic, and the historical
dimensions. Children’s rights and children’s voices were discussed as important issues related to
environmental education [55], and Nugent and Beames [68] claimed that outdoor play could be a
method for fostering socio-culturally responsive ways of thinking and caring. Reis and Ferreira [39]
explored empowerment, participation, and children as responsible citizens as well as inclusion and
social ties within communities. However, these articles applied an approach which revolved around
nature- or outdoor-based activities with children in order to include children in environmental research,
to achieve pro-environmental behaviors, children’s awareness and care for the natural environment,
or to strengthen their environmental identity and their sense of comfort and trust in nature.

Several of the articles argued that education for sustainability in early childhood was often
being (mis)interpreted into a narrow focus on nature and outdoor play. The authors contended that
there was much work to be done to extend the thinking and practice related to the education for
sustainability beyond the environmental dimension, in order to embrace a more holistic perspective
that also incorporates the social and cultural dimension. A greater focus on sociocultural issues like
equality and justice and the negotiation of new approaches to link democratic values to issues of
sustainability within education was called for [49,50,52,58,61,69,70].

3.3. Conceptualizations of the Social Dimension, Multicultural Perspectives, and Belonging

The social dimension of Education for Sustainability was, to some extent, present in the vast
majority of the articles, very often described within the explanation of the three interdependent
dimensions of sustainability and conceptualized or emphasized in various ways. Recurring topics
related to the understandings of the social dimension in the articles were democracy and democratic
values, children’s rights, citizenship, children as active citizens, and as participating agents of
change [49,50,52–54,61,62,66,70,71].

Other topics described as related to the social dimension were social participation, diversity, social
and economic justice, human rights, equality, responsibility, and tolerance [40,51,62,63].

Although various conceptualizations of the social dimension of Education for Sustainability
were found in most of the investigated articles, only a few of them had an explicit and outspoken
focus throughout the article with aims directed explicitly towards the social dimension, investigating
children as agents of change for social sustainability and their agency as global citizens to affect
social justice. Hammond et al. [51] adopted the term “social sustainability” in investigating children’s
perspectives on poverty, and they argued that working with children with Education for Sustainability
and sustainable futures should involve working with social issues such as global citizenship, social
justice, and human rights. Additionally, the articles of Reunamo and Suomela [62] and Miedema
and Bertram-Troost [40] both conceptualized the social dimension of Education for Sustainability as
related to global citizenship. Reunamo and Suomela [62] argued that the fundamental experiences
of belonging, understanding, and agency are rooted in early childhood, and that the more warmth
and concern children encounter, the more concretely they can feel their belonging within a shared,
even global, society [62]. Miedema and Bertram-Troost [40] applied an explicit perspective on
social sustainability when investigating challenges of global citizenship for a worldview education.
Exemplifying the current global climate, they discussed the necessity to think and act more globally
in both religious education and worldview education in order to prevent the development of
narrow-minded or radicalized children and young people.

Issues of Education for Sustainability related to migrant children, multicultural aspects,
or diversity were neither investigated nor outlined; however, the subject was identified as relevant
in some of the articles [39,40,50,56,61,62,66,70,72]. Pramling Samuelsson and Park [50] considered
that the diversity of cultural contexts in children’s lives could be what sustainability might be
all about. Sageidet [56] stated that Education for Sustainability as a pedagogical approach promoted a
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solidarity as well as a global perspective and could contribute to children’s multicultural belonging.
With reference to Dewey’s pragmatist view, Miedema and Bertram-Troost [40] argued that there is a
need for children to be confronted by and acquainted with other children’s religious, cultural, ethnic,
and economic backgrounds. Reis and Ferreira [39] included diversity and multicultural perspectives
in their discussions revolving around inclusiveness and social ties within communities, and they also
claimed that the sharing of experiences through social occasions, celebrations, and growing food could
also help build a sense of belonging.

3.4. Overview of the Methods Used in the Research Articles between 2013 and 2017/2018

In the review, 15 of the 41 articles turned out to be based on literature studies and/or document
analysis (See Tables S2 and S3 for overview of methods). Of these, 5 articles were empirically based
on questionnaires or surveys sent to a large number of teachers, student teachers, and/or teacher
educators, while an additional 3 articles were based on projects or workshops with teachers and/or
student teachers, or teacher educators. Six articles were empirically based on data from interviews or
focus group interviews with teachers, student teachers, and/or teacher educators. A total of 12 out
of the 41 articles based their findings on research that included children: case studies/fieldwork
together with children (4), larger workshops/projects with children as participants (5), interviews or
dialogues with children (1), and observations (photo and video observations) of children (2). Of the
12 articles that included children in their research, 4 had an outspoken focus towards issues related to
social sustainability.

4. Discussion

4.1. The ‘What’ in ‘Holistic’—What does ‘Holistic’ Actually Mean?

The findings in this review reveal that the call for more holistic approaches towards Education for
Sustainability has resulted in a growing body of research about such approaches, perhaps especially
within the early childhood research context, where the majority of the articles in the review were
incorporated within a holistic approach. Although the most regular way of applying a ‘holistic’
approach proved to be the inclusion of the three interdependent dimensions (environmental, social,
and economic), our findings indicate that the ‘holistic approach’ implies different understandings of
what ‘holistic’ in the context of education for sustainability might actually mean. While some articles
claimed to advocate a holistic approach by including the three-pillar model and especially mentioned
the social dimension, other articles mentioned artificial and historical dimensions. Several articles
argued that a ‘holistic approach’ to education for sustainability should include the interdependence
between humans and nature, the ‘more-than-human’ or nature as a co-constructor, and thus challenge
the anthropocentric worldview. Such arguments can be understood in relation with the criticism
of the transformation of the term Environmental Education into the term Education for Sustainable
Development which, it has been argued, could be viewed as a product and carrier of globalizing
forces [73] and as an anthropocentric turn that facilitates typically human needs at the expense of
environmental issues [12]. Also, Seghezzo [22], who acknowledged the interdependence between
humans, and between humans and nature, as a strong political tool, has criticized the common
three-dimensional notion of sustainability, arguing that such a triangle formed by People (social),
Planet (environment), and Profit/Prosperity (economy), forms an anthropocentric framework that
comprises neither the interaction nor the interdependence between human aspects, space and time,
and thus needs a re-examination.

4.2. Diversity and Migrant Children’s Situations within Education for Social Sustainability

Even if diversity and multicultural aspects were, to a certain extent, subject for investigation in
some of the articles, our review revealed that topics revolving around migrant children’s situations and
their experiences of belonging to communities or society have neither been particularly investigated
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nor discussed in the context of Early Childhood Education for Social Sustainability. Considering that
the review has identified a growing body of research that discusses the importance of citizenship and
children as active citizens, it is remarkable that migrant children’s situations related to such citizenship
through the experiences of social inclusion and belonging, have not been addressed.

4.3. Children’s Role in Research in Education for Social Sustainability

More than a third of the articles included in the review proved to be based on literature studies
and/or document analysis. Methodology was not a subject or category during the selection of articles,
and this was, therefore, a random discovery. Somerville and Williams’s [19] review criticized that
studies within global discourses of children’s rights tend to be characterized by advocacy rather
than research that provides evidence for practice. The findings from our review provide a basis
for additional critique, as a relatively small number of the articles included data from research with
children. Rather, the research focus in the articles that were not based on literature studies tended to aim
towards investigating teachers and educators’ notions and experiences on how to work with education
for sustainability with children. Thus, relatively few articles actually explored what education for
sustainability with children might be.

The articles that researched aspects of social sustainability with children investigated children’s
theorizing of social justice, fairness, poverty, and social responsibility. This corresponded with the
growing body of research that focuses on children as problem solvers, global citizens, and agents of
change for sustainability. One article, however, posed a different, critical perspective on the reality
of children’s possibilities. Hedefalk [57] investigated children’s interpretations in discussions of
rules during play. Based on her findings, she questioned and problematized children’s opportunities
to critically discuss and evaluate, and, by that, actually be ‘agents of change for sustainability’.
She concluded that children, by and large, follow the rules set by the teacher, without questioning,
and, therefore, have rather limited opportunities to evaluate whether the rules are reasonable or not.
These are important reservations, which challenges the concept of children as problem solvers and
agents of change for sustainability.

5. Conclusions

As a result of significant growth in research on Education for Sustainability within Early
Childhood Education, it is clear that the call for holistic approaches has been met, as the majority
of research articles incorporated or advocated such approaches to various extents. However,
these findings formed the basis for additional questioning—what does a holistic approach within the
context of education for sustainability actually mean? As this review started out with a perception of a
holistic approach, implying that the social and economic dimensions are included together with the
environmental dimensions, the findings proved that holistic approaches to education for sustainability
could include many more aspects such as the interdependency between species, between humanity and
the more-than-human, between humans and animals, between local and global issues, and between the
individual and the society. These findings add to the ongoing debate on the content within ‘education
for sustainability’ and correspond with Seghezzo’s [22] call for alternative and expanded frameworks
for the understanding of sustainability that include the interdependency between humans and between
humans and nature. Additionally, Eizenberg and Jabareen’s [23] suggestions of a new conceptual
framework for social sustainability should be explored further within the context of education for
sustainability in early childhood.

The literature review disclosed that a dominant route into social sustainability considers children
as problem solvers. This is an optimistic, future-oriented perspective and reveals a view of the child as
a competent child. However, we question whether this is too optimistic and gives too much credit
to the child’s competence. Such a view of the child also gives too much responsibility to children to
solve problems of unsustainability. The politics of unsustainability is also governed by a community
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of adults, and responsibility to solve problems cannot be for children to bear on their own. As we see
it, taking up issues of social sustainability should be a generational issue.

The most important finding in this review, as we perceive it, is the lack of particular and targeted
research on migrant children’s situations within the context of early childhood education for social
sustainability. Through the analysis and discussion above, we have opened up an argument about
critical engagement with the concept of diversity and multicultural aspects in research that connects to
sustainability and early childhood. Furthermore, the findings create a greater awareness of the crucial
importance of migrant children’s experiences of belonging for future sustainable societies.

As this state-of-the-art literature reveals, alternative perceptions of what a holistic framework
for Early Childhood Education for Sustainability might be create room for new understandings of
how it should evolve in order to comprise migrant children’s situations and perspectives, and their
experiences of belonging to the local and the global society. Further research on education for social
sustainability within the field of early childhood education is needed—in particular, research realizing
the Convention on the Rights of the Child [2], encouraging practice-oriented research where human
dignity and education for life, within the most formative years of a child, is a motivating driving force.
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