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Part2a-
Discovering Nature in My Garden
Hello everyone, and thank you for being here. Today I’m going to talk about what I did for my John Muir Award, which I completed by focusing on my own garden. Now, you might think a garden doesn’t sound like the most adventurous or wild place, but I quickly found out that there is a lot of nature right on our doorsteps if we just take the time to look. One of the first things I did was discover the nature that already lived in my garden. I started by simply watching and listening. Every morning, I would sit quietly and take notes on what I could hear and see, birds, bees, butterflies, and even the occasional squirrel.
I discovered birds I hadn’t even noticed before, like robins, blackbirds, and blue tits. I learned to recognise their songs and even some of their habits, like how the robin always seemed to come back to the same branch each morning. As I spent more time outside, I wanted to find out more. I researched the best types of flowers to attract pollinators like bees and butterflies. I learned that lavender and foxgloves are all great choices, and so I planted them. I also found out how important it is to have places where wildlife can shelter. That led me to install bird feeders and birdhouses, and I even made a few myself using recycled materials. I looked up online tutorials and shared some of my own tips with others through photos and videos. Part of the award is about sharing, so I decided to make small activities for family and friends to get involved too. One of my favourites was a game I created called “Can You Spot the Bird?” I made a simple guide with pictures of birds common to my area and encouraged others to try spotting them from the window or while walking around the garden. It became a fun way to get younger kids interested in nature without even having to leave home. The final part of my award was about conserving. I made sure the bird feeders were cleaned regularly so they were safe. I also created a small compost area to reduce waste and help the soil. Planting wildlife-friendly flowers, using rainwater to water the plants, and avoiding any harmful chemicals were all simple steps, but they made a difference. Even small things like leaving a corner of the garden to grow wild helps provide food and shelter for insects and birds.
So what did I learn?
First, that nature is always around us, we just have to slow down and look. Second, that even a small garden can become a mini nature reserve with just a bit of effort. And third, that when we care for nature, it gives back to us in so many ways, beauty, peace, and a sense of connection. Thank you for listening. I hope my project shows that you don’t need to travel far to explore and protect nature. Sometimes, the best place to start is right outside your own back door.
Part2b-
Supporting Early Childhood Education for Sustainability Through Garden-Based Learning.
In this section, I will critically evaluate how the activities I undertook for the John Muir Award, such as maintaining a wildlife-friendly garden, creating bird feeders, planting flowers, and designing interactive nature activities, align with and support the philosophy and principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS). These hands-on, nature-based experiences offered children not only the opportunity to connect with their immediate environment but also provided meaningful avenues for cultivating ecological awareness, critical thinking, and values of care and responsibility towards the natural world.
What is ECEfS?
ECEfS is a pedagogical approach aimed at nurturing young children’s understanding of, connection to, and care for the environment. As Davis (2015) emphasises, it is not limited to transmitting knowledge about nature, it aims to foster sustainable thinking, compassion, and environmentally responsible behaviour from an early age. This approach is structured around three pillars as outlined by Tilbury (1994): education about the environment, in the environment, and for the environment. My garden-based project holistically incorporated each of these dimensions. Children learned about the environment by discovering facts about bird species and pollinator-friendly plants. They learned in the environment by engaging in immersive, sensory-rich activities like “Can You Spot the Bird?”, an observational game designed to enhance attentiveness and curiosity. Most importantly, they learned for the environment by participating in sustainable actions, such as planting native wildflowers and crafting homemade bird feeders. These activities are also closely aligned with involvement learning theories, particularly Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle. His model, comprising active participation, reflective observation, abstract ideas, and active experimentation, is evident in the way children engage with the garden. For example, by planting seeds, watching them grow, reflecting on what the plants need to thrive, and adapting their care routines, children move through a complete cycle of experiential learning. Moreover, Gruenewald’s (2003) framework of place-based education further reinforces the pedagogical value of these activities. He argues that connecting children to their immediate environment, such as a garden or a local park, fosters a sense of belonging and ecological identity, both of which are essential for developing sustainability mindsets in young learners.
The Role of Nature in Early Learning
There is a growing body of evidence supporting the vital role of nature in early childhood education. Elliott and Davis (2009) argue that daily, direct contact with nature is critical for enhancing environmental literacy and fostering deeper engagement with sustainability themes. Similarly, White (2004) found that outdoor learning significantly boosts children's creativity, emotional resilience, and wellbeing, as well as their understanding of ecological interdependence. By participating in activities such as making bird feeders or identifying plants and insects, children develop the capacity to understand the cause-and-effect relationship between human actions and the health of ecosystems. These activities offer a practical and playful means for introducing complex ecological concepts such as biodiversity, conservation, and interdependence. Furthermore, the principles of ECEfS are embedded in several key policies and frameworks. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) recognises every child’s right to a healthy environment and access to nature as part of their wellbeing and development. In the Scottish context, the Curriculum for Excellence and Realising the Ambition (Education Scotland, 2020) encourage outdoor learning as a core component of holistic early education. Additionally, Learning for Sustainability (LfS) is promoted as a cross-curricular priority across all levels of education in Scotland. My garden project directly supports these policies by engaging children in purposeful, nature-based activities that nurture ecological responsibility and active citizenship in developmentally appropriate ways.

Strengths of Garden-Based Learning for ECEfS
There are numerous strengths in using a garden as a pedagogical space for promoting sustainability in early childhood education. One of the key advantages is accessibility. Gardens, whether at home, school, or in community settings, are often familiar and easily manageable environments that reduce the logistical and psychological barriers to outdoor learning (Knight, 2009). They provide a safe and controllable space in which children can explore, observe, and experiment. Another strength is interactivity. Activities such as the bird-spotting game "Can You Spot the Bird?" blend sensory engagement with observation, critical thinking, and early literacy skills. These types of activities can spark curiosity, initiate dialogue, and inspire further inquiry into the natural world. Equally important is the promotion of agency. When children participate in decision-making, choosing what to plant, caring for the garden, and building feeders, they develop a sense of ownership and environmental stewardship. As Davis (2010) argues, empowering children as active contributors helps build lifelong habits of sustainability and responsibility. Moreover, my creation of educational resources and nature-based activity tutorials not only supported children but also involved peers, families, and educators. This reflects Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of communities of practice, where learning is a shared, social process. By engaging others in the gardening journey, the learning extends beyond individual experiences to influence the wider community.
Critical Considerations and Limitations
Despite these strengths, it is also important to recognise the limitations and potential challenges of garden-based sustainability education. First, equity and access remain critical concerns. Not all children have access to gardens, green spaces, or safe outdoor environments, particularly those in urban or economically disadvantaged settings (Barratt Hacking et al., 2007). Without addressing this disparity, ECEfS risks becoming an exclusive rather than inclusive educational model. Second, there is a risk that such projects may become overly adult-led, particularly if activities are overly structured or focused solely on outcomes. According to Bruce (2011), early childhood learning should be child-centred, play-based, and open-ended to truly support exploration and autonomy. Therefore, it is essential to ensure that gardening and nature activities remain flexible and responsive to children’s interests, ideas, and developmental needs. Lastly, sustainability education must be integrated into the broader curriculum and ethos of the setting to have lasting impact. As Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2010) caution, isolated projects, no matter how well-intentioned, can fail to embed lasting change if not supported by institutional commitment and long-term planning. For garden-based learning to be transformative, it must be embedded into regular practice and seen as a meaningful part of the early years curriculum.
Conclusion: Garden Projects as a Pedagogical Tool
To conclude, my John Muir Award project demonstrates that simple, hands-on garden-based experiences can serve as powerful pedagogical tools in Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. Through child-led gardening, bird feeding, and nature observation activities, children not only gain factual knowledge and develop ecological understanding but also cultivate empathy, care, and responsibility for the living world around them. These experiences, when grounded in educational theory, aligned with national policy, and embedded within a community of learning, go far beyond “nice to do” enrichment, they become essential components of ethical, inclusive, and forward-thinking early childhood practice. In this way, garden-based projects can help sow the seeds of sustainability, empowering even the youngest learners to become thoughtful, compassionate, and capable stewards of the Earth.
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