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Introduction…
from Cheryl Hadland, Tops Day Nurseries

Environmental well-being has become a pressing concern for 
everyone and you can play your part in helping to teach future 
generations about the environment while increasing the sustainability 
of your setting.

If you make just a few changes, it will quickly cascade to your 
colleagues, friends and family, and help to save our planet from the 
climate crisis facing us right now. It’s exciting to know that we can 
make changes and help, but what you choose to do has to be up to 
each individual, and depends on: 

Who you are and what is it about sustainability that excites you?

Who are the children that you are responsible for educating and 
caring for? What are their interests, what are their schemas, and 
how could you extend and fascinate them to create positive learning 
in sustainability?  

There are sure to be some aspects of sustainability that you know 
about already, and that you engage with. 

Perhaps you have listened to Greta Thunberg, the teenager who is 
making the world’s politicians listen to her demands for them to act 
on climate change. 

Or have you watched A Plastic Ocean, or Blue Planet 2 and 
heard David Attenborough describing the damage we are doing 
to the planet?

Or perhaps you have reduced or stopped eating meat after watching 
Game Changers or Cowspiracy on television. Perhaps you are upset 
at the number of creatures that are extinct already, with so many 
also endangered?

There are non-believers in climate change, but the fact is that in 2019 
Europe had the hottest year on record, and huge swathes of Australia 
have been on fire recently. I (Cheryl) believe the scientists who are 
telling us to cut our carbon dioxide (CO₂) and methane emissions in 
order to avoid an ever worsening climate change crisis.healthy body
happy me2018
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Eat plant based

Recycling

Turn off ligh
ts
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Here are some easy changes you 
can make in nursery and at home

• Avoid using BBQs, bonfires or wood fires too often as they 

produce CO2 and carbon monoxide. Commercial incinerators also 

produce CO2 but in the UK these have filters to prevent toxic gases 

escaping into the atmosphere. Electricity produced from renewable 

energy (wind, solar, hydro, thermo) is the sustainable alternative

• Don’t allow parents to idle their engines in your car park 

while they unload or wait for someone

• Don’t spray any aerosols – because the propellants include 

hydrocarbons and compressed gases like nitrous oxide that are 

notorious for contributing to global warming. These also emit volatile 

organic compounds (VOCs) which are a key cause of asthma 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/are-aerosols-still-bad/

• Don’t use toxic chemicals – they can be found in many places, from 

cigarettes, to perfumes, to cleaning products

• Switch off lights, heating and air conditioning when not needed. 

Alternatives might be timers, sensors and controllers (such as Nest) 

to enable you to turn equipment off easily and back on before you 

return

• Don’t buy one-use plastic – such as plastic nappies, aprons, nappy 

sacks, glitter, sequins, baby wipes and packaging - and try to 

reduce what you buy new in general. Try washable nappies and 

wipes instead of plastic one-use versions

• You could try to cut down your meat and dairy consumption 

at nursery, and incorporate more plant based meals

• Talk to children of all ages about the environment we live in. 

Model caring for the environment by turning off lights, recycling 

paper and talking to children about recycling

• Introduce a paper recycling bin into the rooms at your setting. 

Talk to all the children about how to use this and why it is so 

important.
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Activities for your nursery 
Here are a few ideas for teaching children about sustainability.

Growing spider plants
Learning aims
• Knowledge of the world – how plants grow, life cycles 

and food chains
• Understanding how plants (and trees) contribute to a 

healthier environment – both indoors and outdoors
• Personal, social and emotional development – caring/

tendering, working together, sharing.
Resources
• Seeds or potting plants, soil and compost
• Plant pots with drainage holes, plant pot trays and 

an indoor watering can. Try and avoid plastic pots if 
possible, as these just add to our plastic waste, or aim 
to re-use pots

• Simple gardening tools that the children can easily 
use – a spoon or small trowel 

• A decent sized space in sunlight
• Resources for decorating pots.

Grow some plants that clean air inside

Activity outline
1. Encourage children to choose a pot and decorate it 

themselves however they like – they can add their 
name to it too

2. Plant the seeds straight away in a soil based, well-
draining compost, as they don’t react well to being 
stored

3. Using a spoon add the compost into the pot and plant 
the seed about 2.5 centimetres deep then water

4. Water regularly to keep the soil moist but not too 
soggy. Spider plants don’t like to be too dry or wet

5. Keep in bright to moderate indirect sunlight
6. Spider plants grow fairly quickly and can easily become 

pot bound – so re-pot the plants regularly
7. In summer the plants can be grown outdoors
8. This activity will teach children that caring for a living 

thing gets results and that things can take time to reach 
their full potential.

Air is generally more toxic inside than outside, due to paint fumes, aerosols, vehicle fumes 
entering the building, perfumes and cleaning chemicals.
Spider plants are safe, easy to look after and clean the air, with the added advantage that 
they produce baby spider plants that you can detach and re-plant.

Activity 
extension on 
the next page
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Activities for your nursery 

The activity can be extended to include the life cycle of the plant. Once your seedling 
is fully grown, it will produce “Spiderettes” or baby plants!  You can leave the baby 
attached to the parent plant until the new plant takes root, then separate it from the 
parent by snipping the runner. These can be re-planted and given to the children to 
take home.   
Or why not have a plant sale with all the baby spider plants, and get the pre-school 
children involved in helping to sell the plants and take the money?
Other plants you could grow
You could also grow a prayer plant – the leaves curl at night, which is nice to observe 
in the early morning. It only grows to 12 inches and semi shade suits it best.
Gerbera Daisies have lovely, bright colours. They need partial to full sun and the soil 
must not get wet or their roots rot. A real one in the centre of the lunch table is much 
nicer than an imitation one!

Activity extension

Prayer Plant

Gerbera Daisies

Did you know that for between £10 and £40 you can 
look at displays of energy consumption, actual power, 
CO2 emission or room temperature? Some energy 
companies offer free monitors – why not get in touch 
with your supplier and encourage the children to watch 
the meter go red when you put a tumble drier or kettle 
on! This is great for Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Maths, (STEM), as well as Knowledge and 
Understanding of the World. You can install them easily 
yourself and you can move them around so they are 
close to the machine you are checking. You could label 
some machines as “energy 
monsters” so everyone is clear 
that they should use them 
sparingly! Balance this with 
having the children help you 
hang up the washing on the 
line in the garden!

Buy a home energy monitor
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Creating and caring for a wormery can be a source 
of delight and fascination as well as teaching 
children (and colleagues) about sustainability. Not 
only do the children learn that different creatures 
eat different things but they also learn about 
reducing food waste and what to do with food 
waste. There are some do’s and don’ts to having a 
wormery, the most important of which is not to use 
earth worms from the garden - buy tiger worms 
online. Put up a poster that helps colleagues and 
children learn what the worms can eat and what 
will kill them.

Creating and caring for a wormery

Learning aims
Understand how food waste can be recycled to 
make compost and understand how we can reduce 
the impact of our waste on the environment.
Resources
• A shady outdoor space (under a bench or table is 

fine) for the worms to live
• A large plastic box with a lid (larger than 35cms 

in diameter). A recycling box is the ideal size
• A drill with a 0.5 inch (12 mm) drill bit
• Two bricks or pieces of wood to stand it on
• Some newspaper or cardboard
• Tiger worms from an online retailer such as The 

Eden Project or a fishing tackle shop, or compost 
heap (note: earth worms from your garden soil 
are not suitable)

• Worm bedding - you can use worm compost, 
homemade compost, shop bought compost, or 
coir (coconut fibres).

Activity outline
1. Drill holes in the base of the box about 2 inches (5cm) 

apart. The more holes the better to let the worms breathe
2. Put the box on bricks or pieces of wood so air can 

circulate through the air holes
3. Put a layer of newspaper in the bottom of the box to stop 

the worms falling out
4. Drill small air holes in the top of the sides of the box.  

You can drill them in the lid if it is in a sheltered place
5. Add enough worm bedding to create a layer an inch 

(2.5cm) deep and water lightly until it resembles a 
wrung-out cloth 

6. Add some worms – around 300 to 500 is ideal – but 
depends on the size of the box.  The more worms you 
have, the faster your wormery will become productive

7. Add a small supply of food: tea bags, banana skins, veg 
peelings, coffee grounds are all good.  You can also add 
processed and cooked food to the wormery but avoid 
adding in quantity until the wormery is well established

8. Avoid adding onion skins, citrus, spicy or oily foods
9. Add some newspaper and cardboard to balance the 

compost – to form about 20-30% of the content.
10. Cover the surface with  

cardboard, newspaper 
or an old towel

11. Replace the lid and 
place in a shady spot 
out of direct sunlight.

For full details see: 
https://verticalveg.org.uk/how- 
to-make-your-own-wormery/

What to feed the worms:
Anything green - especially the leafy stuff
Fruits
Vegetables
Coffee Granules & filters
Plastic free tea bags & loose tea leaves
Brown paper & black and white print newspaper
Eggshells (crushed adds calcium)

Make your own wormery

Don’t feed the 
worms citrus 

fruit, fats, oils, salad 
dressing, breads, 
cereals, salt & 
seasoned food, meat, 
sugar & preserved 
foods, onions & garlic.
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Spend a day looking at what resources you no longer 
use and see if you can reuse and recycle. Could the 
materials be repurposed? E.g. if you have pans that are 
no longer used in the kitchen, could they be used in the 
role play or outdoor area? Reduce the need to purchase 
new resources by involving your families in sourcing 
resources, such as finding old hats for role play.

Repurposing resources

Think about where your food 
comes from and how you can 
reduce air miles. Talk to your 
children about the impact on the 
environment if food travels long 
distances, and start to grow your 
own herbs, fruit and vegetables. 
Rather than purchasing plant 
pots, reuse yogurt pots, egg 
cartons and containers to grow seeds. Put on a sunny 
windowsill and watch them start to grow in front of 
your eyes! Also, if you have a suitable area then set up a 
composting bin and recycle your own food waste.

Reducing food air miles

Consider how much water is consumed - can water 
from the water tray be reused for watering plants 
at the end of the day? Talk to the children about 
conserving water and how we all play a part in this 
with small steps to help conserve the planet.

Conserve water

Does your nursery have 
areas to attract wildlife 
such as bird feeders and 
bug hotels? This helps to support 
and promote diverse wildlife. We all know there has 
been a drop in wildlife numbers, and if we all create 
natural habitats - however small - these can make a 

big difference in encouraging wildlife into our 
environments. Children who have opportunities 
to observe and see the awe and wonder of the 
natural world will want to protect it.

Helping wildlife

Protecting wildlife

Growing vegetableshealthy body
happy me2018
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Handwashing
Moving away from anti-bacterial liquid 
soap to bar soap reduces plastic waste and 
is better for the environment. The most 
important thing for children is that they 
wash their hands for at least 20 seconds 
(the amount of time it takes to sing happy 
birthday) in warm soapy water. This is a 
cheap and effective way to prevent the 
spread of germs and keep children and 
adults healthy.  It is particularly important 
after going to the toilet and before eating.
There is no evidence that bacteria lives on 
bars of soap, but there is evidence that anti-
bacterial soap gets into the children’s mouth 
and stomachs and kills the good bacteria 
that they need to support their natural 
immunity. Having nice smelling, attractive 
soap encourages children to use it - just 
keep it natural!
Baby wipes may make hands look clean, 
but they’re not designed to remove germs 
from hands, and are often made with plastic, 
so washing hands with soap and water 
is recommended by the CDC (Centres for 
Disease Control and Prevention).
“To date, studies have shown that there 
is no added health benefit for consumers 
(eg children) using soaps containing 
antibacterial ingredients compared with 
using plain soap.” 

Handwashing tips
• Get children to make their own soap - then make a display 

of children washing their hands using their own soap. 
See our soap making activity in our myNDNA community! 
Go to http://bit.ly/making-soap 

• Invite a local health professional to come into the setting to show 
children how to wash their hands properly and talk to them about 
preventing the spread of germs

• Always have a supply of tissues available in accessible places and 
support children to wipe or blow their own nose if its running - 
remind children to wash their hands afterwards!

• Being outside in the fresh air is one of the best ways for children 
to keep healthy and to keep germs at bay.

Additional resources
• NDNA’s hand washing guide can be downloaded from our website: 

bit.ly/myndna-handwashing
• The Government guide is here: 

www.cdc.gov/handwashing/publications-data-stats.html
• More soap making: www.diynatural.com/how-to-make-soap/ 
• Blog: www.topsdaynurseries.co.uk/introducing-love-to-b-skincare/
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National Day Nurseries Association
At NDNA, we don’t just provide nursery membership, lobby government and offer 
training, we are dedicated to making a difference. We are a charity that believes in 
quality and sustainability so we put our members’ businesses at the very heart of ours. 
We enhance, support, nurture, cherish and challenge. 

Every year we run an annual Healthy Body, Happy Me campaign to encourage better 
health and happiness by giving nurseries FREE resources for play, learning and fun.  
Get involved with our 2020 campaign and help keep your children happy and healthy.
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This guide has been co-authored by NDNA and 
Cheryl Hadland of Tops Day Nurseries. Cheryl set 
up a national charity called GECCO in 2017 (Green 
Early Years Choices Champions Organisation) to 
support the early years sector to become more 
sustainable: www.gecco.org.uk

Cheryl’s new book, “Creating an eco-friendly early 
years setting” (published by Routledge) also offers 
many suggestions. Cheryl says: “More knowledge 
and more innovation comes to light every day, so 
this is a journey, where the aim is to improve little 
and often and share what you learn with your whole 
network to maximise the effect.”

Cheryl Hadland


