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Personal reflection

Good evening my name is Rachel Thomas student number 2312291 today I will be presenting to you my reflection on my experiences during my John Muir award. 
My eyes open wider than before with so much of my home I haven’t dared to explore through one excuse or another, I had found myself in a bit of a slumber. My heart now ignited I began to wonder, what could be out there for me to discover.
This is something that came to mind when exploring my chosen area, admiring the scenery and taking in the peacefulness the area brings.
Spending much of my childhood exploring Kilvey Hill left a lasting impression on me not just as a treasured personal memory, but as the foundation for my growing understanding of the importance of protecting local environments. Kilvey Hill was more than just a place to play; it was where I learned to appreciate the natural world, develop a sense of curiosity, and feel connected to my local community. Back then, it was common for children to spend hours outdoors, climbing trees, spotting wildlife, and experiencing the seasons change first-hand. As we grew up, we would spend the same amount of time in these places but with friends rather than family, being out late and wild camping. Nowadays, I’ve noticed that many children spend far less time outdoors. Busy lifestyles, digital distractions, and concerns about safety often mean that green spaces are underused or even overlooked. This shift has made me reflect more deeply on the role such spaces play in our well-being, our community identity, and our environmental future.
Engaging with sustainability has helped me understand that protecting areas like Kilvey Hill isn’t just about preserving nature for nostalgic reasons—it’s about safeguarding biodiversity, promoting physical and mental health, and ensuring that future generations have access to meaningful outdoor experiences. My personal connection to Kilvey Hill has made these issues feel real.
Kilvey Hill has changed quite a bit since my childhood, but it remains beautiful untouched by concrete. With its breathtaking views from the top of the hill which is 193 meters (633 feet) high. It has numerous walking trails, including a popular 2.1km loop with an elevation gain of 125m. 
Being able share this space with my family and being able to share the history and discuss the proposed plans for the area was utterly heartwarming, I’ve not spent much time there in recent years but I’m looking forward visiting more frequently.

There is lots to be found both physically and historically when visiting Kilvey Hill and with regular volunteer/enthusiasts often around there is always a learning opportunity.
When researching this area, I had found that there is an outdoor play-based educator that has set up a weekly forest school session for 0–4-year-olds, allowing adults and children the opportunity to explore nature and all it has to offer. This is a perfect example of what outdoor learning for early years children should look like. Using natural resources, getting wet and muddy and being around nature and having fun.
Beneath the sky so vast and blue,
Where rivers sing and mountains view,
There lies a trail, both wild and true—
A gift from those who walked it too.
John Muir once stood where pine trees rise,
And saw the world through nature’s eyes.
He spoke for woods, for winds, for seas—
For every root, and rock, and breeze.
He knew the Earth was not just ours,
But borrowed for the budding flowers,
For children yet to build their dreams
On starlit paths and woodland streams.
So here we stand, with hearts aware,
With hands that tend, protect, repair.
Through forest calm or moorland wide,
We walk with Muir still by our side.
For every leaf and soaring lark
Holds stories waiting in the dark—
And when we care, and learn, and share,
We pass the torch, we show we care.
The John Muir Award we proudly take,
Not for glory, but for Earth’s sake—
A promise made with open hearts,
To play our small but vital parts.
Let future steps find greener ways,
From seeds we sow in present days.
May they still marvel, breathe, and roam—
And call this planet wild and home.
We need to teach the next generation the importance of nature and sustainability and the negative effects that could happen if we don’t care. I’d like to think that my next family generation will have the same love and hope for the world we live in and take care of it as they grow. 

A favourite quote of mine carved in a piece of wood at Kilvey hill is a perfect description about nature and wellbeing.
I go to the woods to lose my mind and find my soul.  



Regaining Paradise - Sustainability in the early years.

Section 2.
Sustainability refers to the ability to meet present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own, encompassing environmental, social, and economic dimensions (Brundtland Report, 1987). Educational settings, including early years environments, have a key role to play in promoting sustainable thinking and practices from the earliest stages of life.
In the context of early childhood education, sustainability is highly relevant and increasingly recognised as a foundational element for lifelong learning. The early years are a critical period for shaping attitudes, values, and behaviours. Children develop an understanding of the world and their role within it through experiential learning, observation, and modelling from adults (Davis, 2015). Embedding sustainable practices in early years settings – such as recycling, conserving resources, and engaging with nature supports young children in developing empathy, respect, and responsibility for their environment and community.
Furthermore, sustainability links closely with key areas of early years curricula. For instance, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework in England encourages children to explore, observe, and question the natural world, particularly through the area of ‘Understanding the World’ (Department for Education, 2021). These experiences help children make connections between their immediate environment and broader global issues. Activities like growing food, reducing waste, or using natural materials for play not only promote sustainability but also support holistic development, including fine motor skills, language acquisition, and problem-solving.
However, the integration of sustainability in early years education is not without its challenges. Although some national curricula incorporate aspects of environmental education, they may not explicitly use the term ‘sustainability’, which can lead to uneven application across different settings (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2010). Additionally, practitioners’ understanding and confidence in teaching sustainability varies widely, often influenced by training, resources, and institutional priorities. In some cases, sustainability is reduced to token gestures, such as occasional recycling activities, rather than being embedded as a core pedagogical approach.
Moreover, not all early year’s settings have equal access to green spaces or sustainable resources, which can impact the extent to which they can provide rich, nature-based experiences. 
The UNCRC does not explicitly mention "sustainability," in any articles but articles such as 29,24,12 advocate the principles and practices of sustainable development, especially concerning children's rights to education, health, participation, and a safe environment. its core principles are closely aligned with sustainable development. By promoting children's rights to a clean environment, education for global responsibility, and meaningful participation, the UNCRC provides a strong legal and ethical foundation for integrating sustainability into early years education (UNCRC 1989).
The idea of belonging to a family, a community, a culture, and the environment is central to early learning in Wales. It forms the emotional and social base from which children can engage meaningfully with sustainable practices. When children feel they belong, they are more likely to care, contribute, and act appropriately. By understanding their place in the world, children become more aware of the impact their actions have on people and the planet, a fundamental goal of sustainability education (White, 2011).
Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) is a fundamental educational framework in Wales that encourages awareness of the global community, appreciation for diversity, and a commitment to the sustainability of our planet's future. It helps learners recognize the impact of their actions on both local and global environments, empowering them to make informed and ethical choices that promote a sustainable future. In early years settings, ESDGC is integrated into the curriculum and daily activities rather than being taught as a separate subject. It aligns with hands-on, experiential, and child-led learning, which are key elements of early years education in Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).
The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) has four purposes, one of which is to support learners to become “ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world.” This aligns directly with ESDGC, as it encourages children to understand their role in both their immediate communities and the broader global context. In early years, this can begin with simple but powerful activities such as learning to care for living things, recycling, or exploring issues like fairness, kindness, and diversity through storybooks and play.
The Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2022) also reinforces the values of ESDGC. It emphasises the importance of ‘cynefin’, a Welsh concept that refers to the place where we feel we belong and the interconnection between people, culture, and environment. Through learning about their local community, nature, and traditions, children begin to build a sense of responsibility and belonging. This foundation enables them to develop empathy, curiosity, and care for others and their surroundings key components of sustainable thinking.
Hands-on Learning: Activities such as planting seeds, sorting waste, caring for animals, or investigating natural materials allow children to experience sustainability directly. Child-Led Exploration: Children are encouraged to follow their interests asking questions about the weather, animals, or why we reuse materials. This promotes critical thinking and agency. Learning in the real-world experiences should look like Outdoor learning, forest schools, visits to local places, and engagement with the community connecting children with their real environment. Being an active and experiential learner is someone who is doing, making, building, and investigating, these are all actions through which children construct meaning. These are central to both ESDGC and early years pedagogy.
Methods such as these allow children to internalise sustainable values—such as care, fairness, cooperation, and respect not through abstract instruction, but through meaningful, lived experiences.


Participation in Part 1 of the John Muir Award, which promotes exploration, discovery, and conservation of the natural environment, offers valuable experiential learning that aligns strongly with the goals of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in the early years. Two key aspects that stand out in relation to both ESD and early childhood pedagogy are learning from nature and acting.
Learning from Nature
Learning in and from the natural environment is central to both the John Muir Award and early years Education for Sustainability. Through nature-based experiences such as exploring woodlands, identifying wildlife, or engaging in sensory play outdoors children connect emotionally and physically with their environment. This connection fosters a sense of empathy, responsibility, and care, all of which underpin sustainable thinking (Davis, 2015).
Friedrich Froebel viewed nature as the "great educator" and emphasised outdoor play and direct experience with the natural world as essential to a child’s development and moral understanding (Froebel, 1826/1887). Likewise, Montessori promoted experiential, child-led learning in environments that encouraged respect for living things and practical life skills (Montessori, 1912/2007). These approaches are echoed in the John Muir Award’s emphasis on curiosity, observation, and appreciation for natural beauty values that cultivate a lifelong relationship with nature.
Learning from nature is not only emotionally and ethically enriching but also supports early cognitive development. Research shows that regular interaction with natural settings enhances problem-solving, creativity, and wellbeing in young children (Gill, 2014). Within the framework of ESD, such experiences are foundational for fostering environmentally responsible citizens from a very young age.
The John Muir Award requires participants not just to explore nature, but to conserve and protect it, encouraging a shift from passive observation to active engagement. This aspect aligns directly with one of the key goals of ESD: empowering learners to take informed, responsible action for environmental and social wellbeing.
In early years settings, “taking action” can take simple but meaningful forms like, reducing waste, or creating bug hotels activities that reflect both agency and responsibility. The Reggio Emilia approach, inspired by Loris Malaguzzi, places a strong emphasis on children as capable, competent agents in their learning. It recognises the power of children to contribute to their communities and the world around them. When children are trusted to take purposeful action whether that’s helping to look after a school garden or participating in a litter pick, they begin to see themselves as change-makers, a key ESD aspiration (UNESCO, 2014).
Importantly, early action also supports futures thinking, another component of ESD. It encourages children to consider consequences, develop empathy for others including non-human life and begin imagining what kind of world they wish to live in. This lays the groundwork for ethical citizenship, as promoted in the Curriculum for Wales.
Malaguzzi placed great importance on the learning environment, learning from nature is not a passive experience in Reggio-inspired settings, but an opportunity for dialogue, inquiry, and exploration. As children engage with natural materials, observe seasonal changes, or collaborate in outdoor projects, they are building not only knowledge, but also relationships with place, with others, and with living things. These relational experiences are at the heart of sustainability education (Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2012).
In the context of the John Muir Award, this is deeply relevant. Activities that involve exploring and conserving nature give children a real context in which to express ideas, test theories, and act, exactly the kind of purposeful learning Malaguzzi envisioned. When children are given the tools and freedom to care for a patch of land, identify insects, or create art from natural objects, they are not only developing cognitive and physical skills, but also a sense of responsibility, agency, and stewardship.
Furthermore, Malaguzzi’s concept of the “hundred languages of children” suggests that children express their understanding of the world in diverse and creative ways through drawing, storytelling, building, movement, and more. These modes of expression are essential in ESD as they allow children to reflect on and communicate their relationships with the environment and their role within it.
While initiatives such as the John Muir Award offer rich opportunities for outdoor, environmental learning, they can also present limitations when evaluated through the broader lens of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). One key critique is the tendency for such experiences to focus predominantly on the natural environment, which, while vital, may risk overshadowing equally important elements of ESD such as social justice, equity, cultural diversity, and global citizenship (Davis, 2015). In Part 1 of the award, for example, activities may emphasise conservation and environmental awareness without explicitly addressing issues like poverty, migration, or interdependence topics that are also fundamental to the ESD agenda as outlined by UNESCO (2014).
This raises the question of balance: Are children being encouraged to think not just about nature, but also about people and systems? The ESDGC framework in Wales, for example, highlights “choices and decisions,” “identity and culture,” and “wealth and poverty” as key themes areas that may not be sufficiently explored through environmental activities alone (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). That said, the extent to which these broader ideas are included may depend on how the experience is structured and facilitated. A reflective practitioner might embed discussions around equity or rights during a conservation activity for instance, by exploring who has access to green space or who is affected by climate change. Thus, the potential for promoting global citizenship can vary significantly based on context and pedagogy.
Another challenge lies in the accessibility of these experiences for younger children, particularly in early years (under 5s). While ESD is increasingly promoted as a lifelong learning goal (UNESCO, 2020), the formal structuring of initiatives like the John Muir Award may not always be fully adapted for the developmental stage of pre-school children. Critics such as Elliott & Davis (2009) caution that some sustainability education can become too conceptual or abstract, potentially diluting its relevance and meaning for very young learners unless it is rooted in hands-on, play-based, and emotionally resonant experiences. However, with appropriate adaptation such as through sensory exploration, storytelling, and community-based projects young children can indeed engage with sustainable concepts in age-appropriate and meaningful ways (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2010).


To summarize, sustainability is highly relevant to early childhood education, providing a platform to cultivate environmentally aware, socially responsible, and critically engaged individuals from an early age. While the environmental education experiences discussed in Part 1 can be effective starting points for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), it is important to critically assess these experiences to avoid unintentionally limiting the scope of learning. To fully harness its potential, there is a necessity for more comprehensive curriculum guidance, ongoing professional development for educators, and accessible resources (Hedefalk, Almqvist & Östman, 2015). By integrating sustainability into everyday activities, play, and interactions, early years programs can significantly contribute to a sustainable future. Careful planning and inclusive teaching approaches are essential to broaden the focus beyond just nature, encompassing the social, cultural, and ethical aspects of sustainable development, especially if the aim is to nurture well-rounded, informed, and ethically conscious young citizens (Pramling Samuelsson & Kaga, 2008).
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