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Sustainability
Sustainability is described by John Muir Trust (2019) as humans taking care and living on the planet as if they mean to stay there forever. Brundtland (1987) and Browne (2022) state that to achieve sustainability humans need to meet their own present needs without compromising the needs of our future generations. Humans are required to consider the resources they are using in a way that they could continue forever (Greenpeace, no date) as Earth.org (2024) highlights that humanity is using more of the Earth’s resources than it can replenish naturally. McCauley (2016) points out that it is everybody’s responsibility to care for their own environment as everyone is connected on Earth, therefore, changes can be made if each person plays their small part. 
There are currently many issues affecting our environment that are a direct result of human activity, including the amount of plastic waste that is left as in 2015 there was 419 million tons of plastic waste in our environment which will increase each year if efforts are not made to recycle plastic effectively (Earth.org, 2024, and Ghosh, 2016). McCauley (2016) points out that plastic waste ends up in our oceans which kills animals and wildlife. The chemicals in plastic take a long time to decompose, therefore it is far more beneficial to recycle plastic which can be reused to make other items (McCauley, 2016). Completing the John Muir Award provides the opportunity to think about plastic waste and the benefits of recycling effectively (John Muir Trust, 2019). Greenpeace (no date) states that sustainability is the most important concept to protecting our environment and is the greatest challenge that can only be achieved with every person becoming involved and taking responsibility.
The Brundtland Report 1987, ‘Our Common Future’ was produced in response to the General Assembly of United Nations calling for a global agenda of change regarding achieving sustainable development. This report considers long term plans to effectively deal with environmental concerns by working together with other countries to protect and enhance the environment. The report states that sustainable development requires a process of change which is not easy or straightforward and relies on changes in people’s attitudes and behaviours (Brundtland, 1987). Sustainable development requires meeting the basic needs of all and offering opportunities for a better life; however, 700 million people are living in poverty in the world which means that they are not having their basic needs met (World Bank Group, 2024). The Brundtland report stresses the need for political systems to be in place and to be effective in supporting the requirements of meeting essential needs of all (Brundtland, 1987). The World Bank Group (2024) point out that poverty and inequality cannot be reduced without addressing major global challenges as the lives of the poorest people are most at risk from climate-related risks. Mulligan (2018) stressed that it was the Brundtland report that drew attention to the impact of human activity on our world and emphasised the need for action to achieve sustainable development and changes that needed to be made.
In June 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), also known as the ‘Earth Summit’ was held in Rio de Janeiro, which brought together various stakeholders from 179 countries to discuss and focus on the impact of human activity on the environment. This conference concluded that sustainable development can be achieved with everybody working together and considering that social, economic and environmental factors evolve together, meaning that an integrated approach was needed. The Earth Summit provided a blueprint that guided international action and policy and devised the Agenda 21 that was a comprehensive plan of action to be focused on globally and locally to impact sustainable development (United Nations, no date).
Following on from this agenda, the United Nations member states in 2015 devised the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development that is a shared blueprint to provide peace and prosperity for people and the planet now and in the future (United Nations, no date). At the heart of this agenda is 17 specific Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) which world leaders are committed to achieving to develop a fair, healthy and sustainable planet by 2030 (John Muir Trust, 2019). The Sustainable Development Goals call for urgent action from all stakeholders to implement the targets and goals globally in an attempt to achieve sustainable development (United Nations, no date). However, Hak, Janouskova and Moldan (2016) discuss that the credibility of the SDG’s are at risk due to the understanding of criteria needing to be met to achieve each goal. Stakeholders lack a shared understanding of how the 17 SDG’s can be operationalised (Sachs, et al, 2019), therefore, stakeholders could believe that they are meeting a goal or target as it is unclear of exactly how to achieve it (Hak, Janouskova and Moldan, 2016). The World Bank Group (2024) also state that the Sustainable Development Goal of ending poverty by 2030 remains out of reach due to the extremely low rate of poverty reduction over the past few years.
Considering these Sustainable Development Goals prompted Wales to devise the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 which focuses on improving the social, cultural, environmental and economic wellbeing of Wales and is a unique Act for Wales that has attracted interest from around the world (Welsh Government, 2024). This Act focuses on 7 interconnected goals that support sustainable development and wellbeing and ensure that all 44 public bodies consider the long-term impact of their decisions. The law requires all public bodies to work collaboratively and to consider preventative measures that can be taken to maintain a positive and sustainable environment (Welsh Government, 2024). However, Corbyn (2021) points out that organisations in Wales have not done enough to meet the requirements of the Act and change their organisational cultures due to lack of additional funding to support these changes and the lack of collaborative working between the 44 public bodies that is outlined in the Act. Dickens (2018) also states that more needs to be done to ensure that all public bodies are meeting the requirements stated in the Wellbeing Act as she discovered that organisations are enthusiastic about the Act and now need to display this through their actions.
Children will bear the consequences of environmental actions and decisions that are made now as environmental damage will have a long-term impact on a child’s health and sustainable future (Davis, 1998). According to Samuelsson and Park (2017) education of the next generation is crucial in promoting sustainability as children’s learning and understanding will impact the future. The UNCRC article 29 states that education must encourage the child’s respect for their culture, other cultures and the environment (UNICEF, no date). Wales have made positive changes and made it compulsory for all maintained schools to include Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) in their work with all children in all age groups (Tinney and Hirst, 2018). The ESDGC focuses on values and attitudes that will prepare children for their future and should be included within their current curriculum and not to be considered as an ‘add-on’ subject (Welsh Government, 2008). Many people feel that teaching young children in Early Years about sustainable development is not suitable as they are too young to understand (Tinney and Hirst, 2018), however, children learn from those around them so by providing them with regular contact with nature and discussing the way that we care for and protect our environment, children can learn and understand basic skills that will support them through childhood and in later life (Barrable, 2019, and Samuelsson and Park, 2017). Dankiw, et al. (2023) agrees with this as they state that children need adults around them to be positive role models and scaffold their learning.
However, Estyn (2006) discovered that schools have an enthusiastic approach to providing and supporting ESDGC in their schools but have a limited understanding on how to promote the skills and values within their curriculum. Davis (1998) and Tinney and Hirst (2018) state that training is required to ensure that teaching staff understand and deliver education for sustainable development effectively. Tinney and Hirst (2018) suggest that teachers must demonstrate that they promote and include ESDGC in their teaching practices to gain their teacher status.
The new Curriculum for Wales supports ESDGC as the curriculum design focuses on four purposes that interconnect and provide opportunities and experiences for children to develop and be ready to be citizens of Wales and the world (Welsh Government, 2022a). In 2018, Kirsty Williams – Education Secretary for Wales discussed the importance of a new curriculum that promotes ideas of shared citizenship and encourages children to be curious about others and the wider world (Welsh Government, 2018). One of the four purposes included in the new Curriculum for Wales is ethical, informed citizens which encourages children to respect others, understand the impact of their own choices and decisions and to commit to promoting the sustainability of the planet (Welsh Government, 2022a).
The curriculum for funded, non-maintained nursery settings focuses on the education for children in Early Years and follows the same objectives as the Curriculum for Wales as it promotes the development of skills, values and beliefs to encourage children in Early Years to also become ethical, informed citizens (Welsh Government, 2022b). This curriculum encourages children to explore the concepts of sustainability in a practical way and provides learning experiences for Early Years children that will have an impact on their future (Sameulsson and Park, 2017). The curriculum emphasises the need for children to play and learn outdoors as children can build empathy and develop an awareness of potential impact on the world when they are close to and can connect with nature in their own way (Welsh Government, 2022b, Barrable, 2019 and Dankiw, et al. 2023).
Chawla (2021) states that there are many benefits of using a natural environment to support children’s learning and development as they begin to understand the world around them and realise the impact that humans have on the plants, animals and wildlife. If children are offered the opportunity to play and learn in a natural environment, they will build a connection and are more likely to develop a love for nature (Woodland Trust, no date). Children need time to investigate their surroundings and take part in uninterrupted explorative play to develop curiosity and learn in their own way (Cutter-Mackenzie, et al. 2014). Clark (2021) discusses the need for a slow pedagogy in Early Years which involves giving children time to explore, investigate and learn without adults feeling guilty about taking on the slow approach and spending time with children as they learn, as the time spent together is fostering children’s learning by following their interests.
The new Curriculum for Wales views children as ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022a) which links with Froebel’s theory of children’s capabilities of learning and the focus of children having access to open-ended, natural resources to support their learning (Tovey, no date). Froebel saw children as active and curious learners who learn best through first-hand experiences, supported by adults who observe and extend learning by playing alongside the children (Tovey, no date). Hirst (2018) agrees with Froebel’s theory as they state that children and adults can learn together by accessing and playing in a natural environment. Froebel emphasised that children could learn about the world around them, learning to care for living things and develop an understanding of sustainability and the small part that they can play to protect the environment (Froebel Trust, no date). The Montessori and Steiner pedagogies also see the child as capable and believe that they should be included in decisions that will impact their future as their early childhood education recognises the whole child and offers experiences that will impact their learning and thinking (Boyd, 2018). Montessori believed that by accessing a natural outdoor environment children can develop holistically, meeting all educational needs whilst also promoting their emotional health and wellbeing needs. Montessori states that children in Early Years form a connection with nature and become more environmentally responsible which will stay with them as they move through childhood and into adulthood (The Montessori Partnership, 2024).
Ernst (2014) discovered that teachers who are interested in nature themselves were happy to take children outdoors and understood the level of learning and development that can occur by being in nature. However, the research states that there are many barriers or excuses that are used by teachers for not taking children outdoors such as lack of time, inappropriate clothing or dangers that can occur. Wilson (2018) points out that many adults focus too much on health and safety concerns or cleanliness so do not allow children to explore fully and freely in nature.
The curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings discusses the need for enabling adults to support and enhance children’s learning and development by completing purposeful observations and scaffolding children’s learning through play (Welsh Government, 2022b). However, some adults do not view the importance of outdoor learning and often stand back and just oversee children playing outside rather than engaging in their play and therefore, scaffolding their learning (Wilson, 2018). Kiviranta, et al. (2024) emphasised the need for outdoor learning practices to be included in teacher training programmes and also provided for existing teachers as they discovered that despite the compelling benefits of outdoor learning, many teachers have limited understanding of the importance of these opportunities for children.
Completing the John Muir Award provides time for adults and children to discover and explore the nature around them and to consider the various ways that they can make changes to care for the environment and play a part in working towards achieving sustainability (John Muir Trust, no date). As I personally completed the John Muir Award as part of this assignment, it has opened my eyes to what is happening in the world around me and how I can make changes to my attitude and behaviours to help in working towards promoting sustainable development and preserving the nature in my environment.
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