
Climate change is having a significant impact on the environment.  
In the United Kingdom, there are now:

	► hotter, drier summers with a heightened risk of heatwave events;

	► milder, wetter winters;

	► more risks of flooding linked to higher intensity storms;

	► rises in sea levels in coastal areas.

This has led to an increased focus on the relevance of sustainability in modern society. 

In environmental terms sustainability is a way of using resources without harming the natural world.

In the early years, sustainability refers to the practice of supporting young children to understand, 
respect and protect their environment. It also relates to how early years settings can work towards 
reducing their carbon footprint (the amount of carbon emissions released into the atmosphere by 
a person or group). A third aspect is related to how settings can adapt to become more resilient to 
environmental change.

This means that educators must not only consider their curriculum and provision, but also the impact 
their setting’s buildings and grounds have on the environment.

This handout provides an overview of what the responsibilities of sustainability lead might entail in the 
early years, together with some suggestions about how to identify sustainability priorities and how these 
priorities can be included in an action plan in an early years setting.

A sustainability lead is the person/group who has been appointed to take lead responsibility for ensuring 
that their early years setting has a clear approach to sustainability and climate action, which is planned 
for and implemented by all stakeholders.

The sustainability lead must be in a position to work with leaders/managers and have the capability 
to collaborate with other staff, in order to ensure the effectiveness of the setting’s approach to 
sustainability. The lead must also be able to liaise with any appropriate 
external groups. 

The approach to sustainability in an educational environment 
can be carried out as a team rather than by one individual.  
An identified lead can act as the main driving force and/
or the members of the team can be allocated different 
areas of responsibility. 

In addition to working with staff and other stakeholders, 
sustainability leads will have a responsibility to 
engage children and their caregivers with adopting 
eco-friendly approaches within their setting.

Sustainability Lead in the Early Years 
(Private Settings)

What Is a Sustainability Lead?
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	► Decarbonisation

	► Adaptation and resilience

	► Biodiversity

	► Climate education and green careers 

Sustainability Lead in the Early Years (Private Settings)

The government’s sustainability and climate change strategy recognises that the UK ‘requires the 
education sector to play its role in positively responding to climate change and inspiring action on an 
international stage’.

It supports the United Nations’ seventeen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and UNESCO’s 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for 2030, which set out the key role of education in the 
successful achievement of the goals.

The strategy states that all education settings must nominate ‘a sustainability lead and put in place a 
climate action plan’. This includes early years settings, schools, academies, colleges and universities. 
The climate action plan should address the four areas listed below.

One of the strategy’s four aims is to achieve 
‘excellence in education and skills for a changing 
world: preparing all young people for a world 
impacted by climate change through learning and 
practical experience’.

One of the responsibilities the sustainability lead has in an early years setting is to identify areas of 
priority. They can do this through the identification of areas already being addressed and selecting 
those that are of particular relevance to the setting.

Another responsibility may be to work with stakeholders to write an action plan for sustainability, 
together with a pledge that everyone subscribes to.

Other responsibilities can include ensuring that the action plan is carried out and embedded in the 
culture of the setting, keeping up to date with guidance and initiatives and leading sustainability CPD 
sessions where appropriate.

Why Is a Sustainability Lead Important?

The Responsibilities of the Sustainability Lead
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Sustainability Lead in the Early Years (Private Settings)

It is likely that you already include a variety of the above through your existing provision, and it is useful 
to remember that this shows how you are already supporting children’s knowledge and understanding of 
sustainability through your provision and curriculum.

Sustainability Audit

Do children:

	► know that they are listened to and that their 
comments, experiences and views about the 
environment are taken seriously?

	► learn about where their food comes from?

	► have opportunities to explore their natural 
environment freely?

	► have opportunities to visit farms and other 
sources of food supply?

	► engage with their local community and  
local area?

	► have a compost area where food waste  
can go?

	► have experience with a rainwater  
harvesting system? 

 
 

	► help to maintain their environment, for 
example gardening, watering plants,  
keeping it tidy?

	► have a vegetable/herb patch that the children 
help to grow, maintain and make use of the 
produce?

	► have wooden/natural resources rather than 
plastic where possible?

	► have opportunities to focus on taking care of 
wildlife, for example bird feeders, a bug hotel, 
butterfly-friendly plants?

	► experience the use of stories/activities 
to highlight and discuss biodiversity and 
sustainability?

	► gain awareness of how their setting 
can support the local community to be 
sustainable?

	► receive support to turn off taps?

	► receive support to put paper/plastic in a 
recycling bin?

	► see that natural light is used rather than 
switching lights on when possible?

Remember: These are examples to assist you with  
your audit and should not be used as a checklist. There 

may also be areas you already cover which are not listed.

Early years practice already promotes the value and importance of exploring and experiencing the natural 
world through the Early Years Foundation Stage’s focus on the outdoors and understanding the world. It 
can therefore be useful to carry out an audit of your environment to identify what your setting is already 
doing to support children’s understanding of climate change and sustainability.

It can also be helpful to examine your current intent and vision for your early years setting. Does it 
support any elements of sustainability and climate change?

Below are some areas that may feature as part of  
your current provision and would support  
children’s development in sustainability.
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Sustainability Lead in the Early Years (Private Settings)

When carrying out your audit you may also wish to consider the  
approaches below which involve other stakeholders.

	► Does your setting promote reusable lunch 
boxes/bottles as opposed to single use plastic?

	► Does your setting encourage caregivers to use 
reusable nappies where appropriate?

	► Does your setting offer advice on how children 
and their caregivers can contribute at home 
to protecting the environment and living 
sustainably?

	► Has your setting considered reducing its  
carbon footprint through making changes  
to its heating, water and food supplies? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	► Has your setting considered reducing its  
carbon footprint by altering its system of  
waste disposal?

Once you have completed an audit of your  
current provision and curriculum you can then 
consider what your setting’s main sustainability 
priorities are. 

It will be beneficial to gather information from the 
children and their caregivers at this point, on what 
they believe to be important areas for the setting 
to address. It may also be possible to gather the 
views of the local community as well.

Key priorities may take the form of the provision 
you offer, for example you may decide that your 
outdoor area does not offer enough opportunities 
for the children to engage freely with the natural 
environment or there are not enough natural 
resources for them to use in their play. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

They may also be formed by your curriculum. For 
example, you might identify that the children would 
benefit from learning more about where food 
comes from or how they can take care of their 
local area.

It can also be helpful to consider what specific 
issues there are in the setting’s local area and the 
setting itself. This may include environmental 
challenges, for example the local area may be 
prone to flooding and structural challenges, such 
as the age of the building and efficiency of the 
heating system.

You might also wish to include weather as a 
priority. Building a good understanding of how to 
recognise and describe different types of weather 
and the effect it can have, lays strong foundations 
for understanding climate and change as young 
children move through their education. Also, from 
a young age, children benefit from learning how to 
prepare themselves to go out in different types of 
weather.

It is important to ensure that the small number of 
priorities you identify are achievable, realistic and 
relevant.

Identify Key Priorities

 4 of 6

https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resource/the-childs-voice-handout-t-cpd-1729005839
http://www.twinkl.co.uk/resources/eyfs-cpd-hub-eyfs-early-years/learning-approaches-and-environments-early-years-cpd-hub-eyfs-early-years/adults-role-early-years-cpd-hub-eyfs-early-years


Sustainability Lead in the Early Years (School Settings)

Using the results of your audit and the identification of your key priorities, you can now create an action 
plan containing objectives that are specific to your early years setting.

It is important to include in your plan the previously-mentioned four areas that are recommended by the 
DfE. Below are some examples of objectives that you may wish to incorporate into these areas.

Your action plan might also include sections on the following:

	► how each objective is going to be achieved

	► who is going to take lead responsibility for the objective

	► how progress will be monitored

	► the expected timescale for achievement

	► the projected cost of achieving the objective

Implementation 

Decarbonisation

Setting focused: increase the heating efficiency of 
the setting.

Setting focused: encouraging the use of reusable or 
biodegradable nappies.

Child focused: actively promote ways to encourage 
the children to turn off taps in sink areas.

Child focused: teach children to value recycling 
materials for use in their craft activities, such as 
cardboard and fabric scraps.

Adaptation and Resilience

Setting focused: ensure your site can cope 
with more extreme weather, for example 
taking procedural measures, such as 
adjusting routines and carrying out more 
regular wellbeing checks during heatwaves.

Setting focused: provide shade structures 
to intercept sunlight and reduce heat risk in 
outdoor areas.

Child focused: involve children in planting 
trees to provide shade and reduce flood 
risk.

Biodiversity

Setting focused: provide opportunities for the 
children to help to maintain their outdoor natural 
environment.

Child focused: create a small vegetable garden/patch 
that the children have responsibility for caring for.

Child focused: use nature walks to 
explore and tune children into 
their environment and the 
plants and animals that 
live there. Encourage 
them to help care 
and maintain their 
special place.

Climate Education and Green Careers

Setting focused: support educators with 
identifying what climate and sustainability 
opportunities are already embedded in the 
existing curriculum.

Child focused: involve the children 
in community initiatives that support 
the local environment or sustainability 
projects, such as donating less used 
nursery toys to local charity shops.

Child focused: set up pretend play areas 
for children to experience roles in their 
community, such as gardeners or park 
rangers.

You may also wish to write a climate 
pledge, which offers a brief summary 
or statement of your setting’s 
commitment to sustainability and 
reducing your carbon footprint. This 
pledge can be used as the basis for 
your action plan.
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Sustainability Lead in the Early Years (School Settings)

As the sustainability lead, it is important to be aware of the 
potential impact of eco-anxiety on all stakeholders in 

your early years setting and in particular the children.

Eco-anxiety (also referred to as climate-anxiety) can 
be defined as the effect of learning about the damage 
being caused to the environment on a person’s 
mental health. It has been identified as a growing 
concern amongst young people.

With this in mind, you might wish to consider if/how 
eco-anxiety is affecting the children in your setting and 

your response to it. 

Below are some suggestions of strategies you may want to consider.

	► Support young children’s understanding of climate change through the context of their own 
experiences. You can discuss what children notice about the effects of different types of weather on 
their bodies and encourage awareness of their need to respond to weather in particular ways, such as 
wearing a sun hat when it is hot and a waterproof coat when it is raining.

	► Present positive messages about what small actions can be taken by the children, alongside  
supporting children’s understanding of sustainability issues at an age-appropriate level.  
	 It is worth remembering that early years educators are not expected to introduce new subject areas 	
	 that are better suited to older children. In the early years, the foundations are being laid for more  
	 in-depth learning around climate and sustainability, which will take place further on in their education.

	► Avoid facts or images that may shock or disturb young children and ensure any information given is 
developmentally appropriate. However, it is important to remain aware of the difficulties caregivers can 
experience in ensuring children do not come into contact with these facts and images via technology, 
such as phones and tablets. You may wish to consider ways in which you can sensitively support 
children if you become aware that this has occurred.

It is also important to take into account your own and your colleagues’ climate concerns and the 
implications these may have on mental health support in your setting.

Eco-Anxiety 

Suggested Resources

Listed below are some resources which you may find useful in the role of sustainability lead.

	► Climate Ambassadors

	► National Education Nature Park

	► Count Your Carbon

Disclaimer: Every setting's needs are different and so the recommendations in this resource may not be suitable for all settings. The examples used are not an exhaustive list and it is for you to 
consider whether it is appropriate to use this guidance within your setting. This resource has been created using external resources. Links to these materials can be found within the relevant sections.
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