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Personal Reflection
My name is Angel, and I am in my final year of my Early Years degree. For this project, I visited Pembrey Country Park and Beach in South Wales, which was the site I chose for my sustainability scrapbook. The park features a vast beach, dense woodland and various activity centres such as a dry ski slope. It offers a diverse natural environment where children and adults can engage with the outdoors in a meaningful and educational way.
I chose this site because of its richness in natural beauty and the wide scope for exploration, learning and reflection it offers. As someone who has always appreciated nature, I thought I understood the importance of the natural world in children's development. However, my visit to Pembrey deepened that appreciation and made me reflect more critically on how we can embed sustainability into early years practice.
One surprising aspect of the visit was learning about the benefits of tree felling. Initially, the idea of chopping down trees seemed counterintuitive to sustainability. However, I learnt that in some cases, removing selected trees helps protect other species, promotes biodiversity and supports forest regeneration. This challenged my assumptions and reminded me how sustainability is nuanced and context dependent.
The visit made me reflect on the importance of children building a genuine connection with the natural world. It's not just about learning facts or planting trees. It’s about developing a sense of belonging in the natural environment and understanding that we are part of it. This links directly to the Curriculum for Wales, where the idea of "cynefin" encourages children to recognise their place in the world and form deep, respectful connections with their surroundings.
Seeing children explore, run barefoot, dig, and observe insects reminded me how natural curiosity fuels learning. Nature inspires awe and wonder, providing experiences that stimulate all senses. These moments support not only cognitive development but emotional well-being, resilience and confidence.
My understanding of sustainability has grown. I now see it as something that goes beyond recycling or using less plastic. It’s about equipping children with the attitudes, values and knowledge they need to care for their world and each other. This is a mindset, not a one-off activity. I feel motivated to integrate sustainability meaningfully into my practice and help children develop empathy, responsibility and joy in connecting with nature.
Understanding Sustainability in the Early Years
Sustainability is often viewed as an environmental issue, but it is far broader. The Brundtland Report (1987) defines sustainable development as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. This definition captures the essence of sustainability as a balance between environmental, economic and social well-being.
In the context of early years education, sustainability means creating learning environments that promote respect for people, places and the planet. Children learn through active engagement, and sustainability becomes meaningful when it is embedded in everyday practice.
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) introduced by the United Nations in 2015 provide a global framework for action. While the goals may seem distant from a nursery setting, they are deeply relevant. Goals such as Quality Education, Clean Water and Sanitation and Climate Action can be interpreted through small, age-appropriate actions like water-saving routines, litter picking or caring for plants.
The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) is a key piece of legislation in Wales that reinforces this vision. It requires public bodies to think long term, prevent problems and involve citizens in decisions. Its principles align strongly with early years pedagogy, particularly the emphasis on community, participation and well-being.
UNCRC (1989) further supports this by upholding children’s right to a clean and safe environment. Sustainability education honours this right by empowering children to take part in shaping their world. This starts with the choices we model and the values we promote.
By embedding sustainability in early years, we create spaces where children feel connected to their communities and ecosystems. This lays the foundation for lifelong habits and attitudes.
Sustainability in the Welsh Curriculum
The Curriculum for Wales places sustainability at its core, promoting the development of ethical, informed citizens who understand and respect their rights and responsibilities. In non-maintained settings, the curriculum encourages children to engage with local environments, fostering the concept of "cynefin", a sense of place and belonging.
Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) supports these goals. It invites children to explore issues such as fairness, human rights, global interdependence and environmental responsibility in developmentally appropriate ways. For example, using a storybook to explore water scarcity in different countries, or recycling materials during craft time, helps build awareness of global issues.
The Welsh Government’s commitment to sustainability is evident in the way the curriculum promotes experiential, play-based learning. Young children learn best through doing. Planting seeds, caring for animals or composting food waste are tangible experiences that nurture curiosity and responsibility.
The concept of ethical citizenship is particularly relevant. Children are not too young to learn about fairness, empathy and caring for others. In fact, these values are often most deeply embedded when introduced early.
Sustainability is also woven into the Areas of Learning and Experience, particularly Health and Well-being and Science and Technology. From learning about lifecycles to discussing feelings about climate change, children can be gently introduced to the interconnectedness of all living things.
Through ESDGC, early years settings become spaces where children develop a sense of agency and hope. They are not passive recipients of knowledge but active participants in creating a more sustainable world.
The Role of Outdoor Learning and Nature
Outdoor learning plays a vital role in fostering sustainability. Nature provides endless opportunities for exploration, problem-solving and creativity. It also supports well-being, physical health and emotional regulation.
The John Muir Award exemplifies how structured experiences in nature can deepen understanding and commitment to sustainability. Though often associated with older children, the principles of the award, discovering, exploring, conserving and sharing nature, can be adapted for early years. Activities such as nature trails, wildlife observation and storytelling in natural settings engage young children in meaningful ways.
Hands-on, child-led learning is central to both outdoor education and sustainability. When children are allowed to follow their interests, whether that's watching worms, collecting leaves or building dens, they develop a sense of ownership and care for the natural world. This aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which values experiential learning and supports children's agency.
Outdoor environments also provide space for collaborative learning. Children work together, negotiate and solve problems. These social interactions build empathy and communication skills, key aspects of global citizenship.
The natural world is a powerful teacher. It helps children understand cycles, interdependence and cause and effect. A fallen tree becomes a habitat. A puddle dries in the sun. These observations build scientific thinking and environmental awareness.
Engaging with nature fosters biophilia, an innate love for the natural world (Kellert & Wilson, 1995). It counters biophobia, the fear or aversion to nature, which is increasing among children who lack outdoor experiences. As practitioners, we must ensure children develop confidence and joy in the outdoors.
Theoretical Foundations of Sustainability in Early Years
The ideas of Froebel, Montessori and Malaguzzi provide strong foundations for sustainability in early years. Froebel believed that nature was a key educator, offering children opportunities to observe, reflect and connect with life’s patterns. His concept of the kindergarten, literally a "children’s garden", was based on the idea that nature nurtures growth.
Montessori emphasised the child’s role as an active participant in their environment. She believed that care for the planet begins with practical life experiences, sweeping, gardening, cleaning, which build responsibility and independence (Montessori, 2004). 
Malaguzzi, founder of the Reggio Emilia approach, viewed the environment as the third teacher. His pedagogy encourages exploration, expression and inquiry. Sustainability fits naturally within this framework, as children investigate real-world issues and develop their own solutions (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012).
These theorists share a commitment to respect, agency and experiential learning. They see children as capable and deserving of environments that support their development holistically.
The concept of biophilia (Wilson, 1984) further supports this. Children are born with an affinity for nature. When this connection is nurtured, it promotes well-being and empathy. When it is neglected, children may develop biophobia, a disconnection from and fear of nature (Louv, 2008).
By aligning practice with these theories, early years educators can create settings where sustainability is not an add-on but a way of being. It becomes embedded in routines, relationships and the physical environment.
Opportunities and Limitations
There are many opportunities to embed sustainability in early years. Activities like growing vegetables, exploring local wildlife, recycling, using natural materials for art and storytelling outdoors all support sustainable thinking.
Children can also be involved in decisions. For example, choosing how to save energy in the classroom or designing a bug hotel together. These experiences build agency and show that their choices matter.
Intergenerational projects, such as community gardening or storytelling with older adults, offer valuable connections and broaden children's understanding of community and continuity.
However, there are also limitations. Not all settings have access to green spaces, and some practitioners may lack confidence or training in outdoor education. Weather, resources and time pressures can also be barriers.
There is a risk that sustainability is reduced to environmental activities only, overlooking its social and economic dimensions. Projects like the John Muir Award can be adapted for young children, but they are not always promoted or accessible in early years settings.
There is also the challenge of making global citizenship meaningful for very young children. While they may not grasp complex global issues, they can understand kindness, sharing and fairness. These early values are the building blocks of ethical citizenship.
To move forward, practitioners need support through training, resources and policy. They also need time to reflect, plan and collaborate. Sustainability must be a whole-setting approach, not the responsibility of one passionate individual.
Conclusion
Sustainability in the early years is not just an educational goal, it is an ethical commitment. By embedding sustainability in our practice, we empower children to care, connect and contribute. Through hands-on experiences, thoughtful environments and meaningful relationships, we lay the foundation for a more just and sustainable future.
As educators, we have a responsibility to model the values we wish to see in the world. Sustainability starts with us, and every small step matters.
Reference List
Brundtland, G. H. (1987) Our Common Future: Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2021) The Right Way: A Children’s Rights Approach in Wales. Available at: https://www.childcomwales.org.uk/resources/childrens-rights-approach  (Accessed 15 May 2025).
Cyngor Celfyddydau Cymru / Arts Council of Wales (2015) Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2015/2/contents/enacted (Accessed 15 May 2025).
Department for Education and Skills (2008) Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship: A Strategy for Action. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
Donaldson, G. (2015) Successful Futures: Independent Review of Curriculum and Assessment Arrangements in Wales. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
Edwards, C., Gandini, L. and Forman, G. (2012) The Hundred Languages of Children: The Reggio Emilia Experience in Transformation. (3rd ed.) Santa Barbara: Praeger.
Elliott, S. (2014) ‘Researching the “biophilia hypothesis” in early childhood education’, International Journal of Early Childhood Environmental Education, 2(1), pp.77–87.
Freeman, C. and Tranter, P. (2011) Children and their Urban Environment: Changing Worlds. London: Earthscan.
Froebel, F. (1899) The Education of Man. New York: D. Appleton and Company.
Hayes, D. (2020) Foundations of Education Studies. 3rd ed. London: Learning Matters.
John Muir Trust (2025) Sustainability Resource Guide. Available at: https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/assets/000/003/913/Resource_Guide_Sustainability-2025_original.pdf  (Accessed 15 May 2025).
Malaguzzi, L. (1993) ‘For an Education Based on Relationships’, Young Children, 49(1), pp.9–12. 
Montessori, M. (2004) The Discovery of the Child. Oxford: Clio Press.
Montessori, M. (1967) The Absorbent Mind. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.
Nicol, R. (2014) ‘Entering the Fray: The Role of Outdoor Education in Providing Nature-Based Experiences that Matter’, Australian Journal of Outdoor Education, 18(2), pp.39–47.
Pentreath, H. (2017) Teaching for Sustainability in Early Years. London: Routledge.
United Nations (1989) United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/  (Accessed 15 May 2025).
United Nations (1992) Agenda 21: Earth Summit – The United Nations Programme of Action from Rio. Available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/outcomedocuments/agenda21 (Accessed 15 May 2025).
United Nations (2015) Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Available at: https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda (Accessed 15 May 2025).
Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Wales: Framework Guidance. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
Welsh Government (2022) Curriculum for Funded Non-maintained Nursery Settings. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
Whitebread, D. (2012) Developmental Psychology and Early Childhood Education. London: SAGE Publications.
Wilson, R.A. (2012) Nature and Young Children: Encouraging Creative Play and Learning in Natural Environments. 2nd ed. London: Routledge.
2

