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My Self reflection
I chose the garden of No. 1 Duke’s Meadow and the adjoining woods for my John Muir Award because this place became a source of peace, belonging, and renewal during some of the most difficult periods of my life, particularly after returning home from China during the Covid-19 pandemic. The woods, wildlife, and changing seasons provided calm, continuity, and a deeper appreciation of nature and wellbeing. Through the Award, I was able to move beyond simply appreciating this environment to actively caring for it by installing bat habitats, creating bee refuges, planting trees, and supporting local biodiversity. The experience strengthened my sense of stewardship, community responsibility, and spiritual connection to the natural world. Ultimately, this landscape is more than just a place to me; it is where I learned the importance of protecting and giving back to the wild spaces that sustain us.

Moving swiftly on to my academic section
The intensification of ecological crises, climate instability and widening social inequalities has positioned education for sustainability (EfS) as an urgent global priority. (Hägglund, and Samuelsson, 2009; Pearson and Degotardi, 2009; Garcia Manas, 2026; Boyd, et al., 2018; Mukhlis et al.,2024). Within early childhood education, this has evolved into early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS), and here in Wales as Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) (Tinney and Hirst, 2018; Tinney and Merriman, 2018; Welsh government, 2022; Welsh government, 2015; Future Generations Commissioner For Wales, 2025; Walker, 2025).  A field that recognises young children as capable, ethical and participatory agents in shaping more sustainable futures (Davis, Elliott and Ärlemalm-Hagsér, 2024; Elliott and Davis, 2020; Ardoin and Bowers, 2020; Croft, 2018; Duhn, 2012). ECEfS is not merely concerned with environmental knowledge but with cultivating dispositions, values and practices that enable children to live sustainably within complex socio-ecological systems (UNESCO, 2026; Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Davis, 2014; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Sadownik, et al., 2021 and 2023).

Early years education can only meaningfully reduce its carbon footprint when sustainability is conceptualised not as an additional curricular theme but as a critical organising principle that shapes the entire ecology of provision. Too often, sustainability within early childhood settings is reduced to symbolic practices—recycling stations, “eco corners,” occasional planting projects or themed environmental awareness days—which risk reproducing what Davis (2010) and Davies and Elliot (2023) terms “shallow environmentalism,” where environmental responsibility becomes a visible performance rather than a structural transformation of pedagogy, leadership and institutional values. Such approaches align uncomfortably with Ball’s (2003) critique of performativity, where educational institutions become preoccupied with demonstrating compliance rather than enacting meaningful change. In this context, sustainability can become another inspected identity rather than an ethical and political commitment. (Ball, 2016; Batan, 2022; Biesta, 2021 and 2023). A genuinely sustainable early years setting requires a far deeper rethinking of the relationships between children, adults, materials, places and wider social systems. It demands engagement with ecological integrity, economic responsibility, social justice and relational ethics across both human and more-than-human worlds (Agyeman, 2005 and 2022; Climate Core, 2025; Patara and Agyeman, 2025; Agyeman, et al., 2025; Wals, 2015; Elliott and Davis, 2020).

The foundational international definition of sustainability emerged from the Brundtland Report, Our Common Future (WCED, 1987), which defined sustainable development as development that meets present needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own. This formulation remains influential because it established intergenerational responsibility as a global ethical imperative. However, scholars have also critiqued Brundtland for retaining an anthropocentric and developmentalist orientation that leaves dominant economic growth paradigms largely intact (Agyeman, 2013; Agyeman, et al., 2025; Haraway, 2016; Taylor, 2013; Cutter-Mackenzie- Knowles, et al., 2020). Sustainability framed primarily as sustaining human prosperity risks reproducing the same extractive logics that generated the ecological crisis. Nevertheless, in early childhood education, Brundtland remains significant because nurseries are inherently intergenerational institutions: they are sites where futures are imagined, shaped and materially enabled. UNICEF (2021) strengthens this argument by framing climate change as a child rights crisis, demonstrating that children disproportionately experience the consequences of ecological breakdown through health inequalities, educational disruption and environmental insecurity. Sustainability in early years education must therefore be understood not simply as environmental awareness but as a justice issue grounded in rights, wellbeing and survival.

This global agenda was significantly expanded at the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, commonly known as the Earth Summit. The Earth Summit produced Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration and the Convention on Biological Diversity (United Nations, 1992a; 1992b; 1992c), marking a decisive shift from conservation discourse toward sustainability as a systems issue involving education, poverty reduction, equity and community participation. Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 explicitly identified education as central to sustainable development, arguing that sustainability must be embedded across lifelong learning rather than confined to environmental science. This was a foundational moment for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), later extended through UNESCO policy frameworks. Siraj-Blatchford, Smith and Samuelsson (2010 a and b) argue that early childhood education is especially important within this agenda because sustainability values are formed relationally in everyday routines and embodied experiences long before they are cognitively understood. This challenges assumptions that sustainability education belongs primarily to older children and formal curriculum structures (Molnar, et al., 2026).

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015) and UNESCO’s Education for Sustainable Development for 2030 framework further reinforce this position. SDG 4 (Quality Education), SDG 3 (Good Health and Wellbeing), SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land) are particularly relevant to early years provision, while UNESCO (2020; 2023; 2026) identifies policy, educator capacity, green learning environments, youth participation and local action as priority areas. Engdahl (2015), Siraj- Blatchford (n.d.) and Siraj-Blatchford, et al. (2022) similarly position early childhood as foundational to sustainability transitions, arguing that young children must be recognised as active participants in ecological citizenship rather than passive future beneficiaries. Yet Wals and Benavot (2017) caution that sustainability policy often becomes rhetorically ambitious while remaining structurally weak, particularly where education systems remain dominated by neoliberal accountability frameworks that privilege measurable outputs over ethical transformation. This tension is highly visible in early years settings where inspection systems may reward visible eco-symbolism more readily than slower, relational and less measurable forms of sustainable practice.

Diane Boyd’s work is particularly valuable in translating this international agenda into practical early years leadership. Boyd (2018; 2019; 2025; Boyd., et al., 2022; Boyd, et al., 2023) argues that sustainability must be understood as a whole-setting responsibility rather than the isolated work of an “eco champion.” Procurement, food systems, outdoor learning, leadership culture, family engagement and workforce wellbeing must all be understood as sustainability issues. Her critique aligns with Hirst (2019), who argues that sustainability in early childhood is most powerful when rooted in local place-based inquiry rather than abstract global narratives. This is especially important because sustainability discourse can become depoliticised when framed as generic environmental kindness rather than structural critique of consumption, inequality and institutional design.

Within Wales, sustainability is not simply a pedagogical aspiration but a statutory responsibility. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 represents one of the most ambitious sustainability frameworks internationally because it places a legal duty on public bodies to think long-term, prevent future harm, collaborate across systems and involve communities in decision-making (Welsh Government, 2015). Its seven wellbeing goals—including a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales and a globally responsible Wales—position sustainability as inseparable from social justice and collective wellbeing. The Act’s five ways of working—long-term thinking, prevention, integration, collaboration and involvement—offer a direct framework for nursery leadership and quality assurance. Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW, 2025-2030) reinforces this through reflective self-evaluation processes such as the Self-Assessment of Service Statement, where environmental quality, leadership and wellbeing must be understood relationally rather than as separate compliance domains.

Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (Welsh Government, 2024) similarly position sustainability not as a discrete subject but as a cross-cutting ethical orientation. Children are expected to become ethical, informed citizens who understand their responsibilities to local and global communities. This aligns strongly with Meithrin’s (2024) implementation guidance and with Forest School and place-based pedagogies where belonging, stewardship and experiential learning are central (Knight, 2016; Colangelo, et al., 2025; Quintela Do Carmo, et al., 2025; Beauchamp, et al., 2026; White, 2013 and 2020). However, Ärlemalm-Hagsér and Davis (2014) argue that curriculum rhetoric around agency and sustainability frequently exceeds the structural conditions available for implementation. Underfunding, workforce shortages and policy overload can reduce sustainability to aspiration rather than practice. Welsh Government’s Net Zero Wales Carbon Budget 2 (2021) further highlights this contradiction: climate commitments are increasingly ambitious, yet early years settings often lack the capital funding needed to improve buildings, outdoor spaces and sustainable infrastructure (Department for Education, 2023 and 2025).

The Harmony perspective offers an important philosophical intervention into this policy landscape. Associated with King Charles III and the King’s Foundation, Harmony argues that education should begin from the recognition that humans are part of nature rather than separate from it, and that flourishing systems depend upon balance, proportion and interdependence rather than domination and extraction (His Majesty King Charles III, et al., 2026; The King’s Foundation, 2026). Harmony challenges mechanistic educational models and reconnects curriculum with ecological relationships. This resonates strongly with Reggio Emilia’s understanding of relational pedagogy and with Affrica Taylor’s common worlds approach, which critiques the human/nature divide as both philosophically and pedagogically limiting (Taylor, 2017; Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2018; Melson, 2023). Rather than asking children to “protect nature” as something external, Harmony and common worlds pedagogies invite children to recognise themselves as already living within shared ecological systems.

This is particularly significant because much traditional sustainability discourse remains anthropocentric, valuing nature primarily for its usefulness to human development. Post humanist scholars such as Taylor (2013; 2017), Haraway (2016), Malone (2016, 2018 and 2007), Malone and Tran (2023) Pacini-Ketchabaw and Taylor (2015), and Pacini-Ketchabaw, Taylor and Blaise (2016) challenge this assumption by arguing that children should not be framed merely as future environmental citizens but as present participants in multispecies worlds. Their work shifts sustainability from stewardship-as-management toward ethical coexistence and relational responsibility. A child caring for worms in compost, observing pollinators, protecting habitats or noticing seasonal rhythms is not simply learning environmental facts but participating in ecological relations of mutual dependence. Taylor, Blaise and Giugni (2013) argue that this requires educators to move beyond developmental individualism and recognise learning as something that happens within entangled worlds of humans, animals, weather, objects and place (Nxumalo, and Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017).

The nursery environment is therefore politically and pedagogically significant. Reggio Emilia’s concept of the environment as the “third teacher” (Malaguzzi, 1998; Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011) demands critical attention to materials, aesthetics and the politics of consumption. Many early years settings remain dominated by plastic toys, disposable crafts, laminated displays and commercially produced resources with high embodied carbon costs. Such environments often reflect what Moss (2013; 2019) critiques as the commodification and schoolification of childhood, where quality becomes associated with visible abundance rather than democratic participation or meaningful relationships. Replacing closed-ended plastic resources with reclaimed materials, second-hand furniture, natural loose parts and open-ended provocations is therefore not simply environmentally responsible but epistemologically disruptive (Mokhele and Gumbo, 2026).

Nicholson’s (1971) Theory of Loose Parts supports this shift by demonstrating that creativity and complexity increase when children engage with variable, flexible materials rather than fixed-purpose objects (Robertson, 2024).  Yet Lenz Taguchi (2010), Hackett and Somerville (2017) and Taylor and Giugni (2012) extend this argument by suggesting that materials themselves participate in pedagogy. A stick is not merely a neutral learning tool supporting fine motor development; it carries histories of place, land, ecology and relationship. Sustainability therefore becomes embedded within procurement decisions, not as financial efficiency but as ethical practice. A nursery choosing reclaimed wood over plastic storage systems is not only reducing carbon but communicating a worldview about value, consumption and ecological responsibility.

Outdoor learning and Forest School approaches offer one of the most practical ways to reduce carbon emissions while strengthening ecological literacy. By shifting pedagogy away from resource-intensive indoor provision toward repeated engagement with woodland, gardens, biodiversity and seasonal change, nurseries reduce consumption while deepening place attachment and environmental responsibility (Knight, 2016; Murray and O’Brien, 2005; McCree, Cutting and Sherwin, 2018; White, 2013). Ernst et al., (2021 and 2019) demonstrate that nature play contributes significantly to sustainability dispositions, while Chawla (2020) links childhood nature connection with resilience and constructive hope in the context of climate anxiety. However, Taylor (2017) warns against romanticising outdoor learning as inherently sustainable. Nature-based provision can remain deeply anthropocentric if the outdoors is treated merely as a developmental resource for children rather than a site of reciprocal ethical relationship. Genuine sustainability requires participation in cycles of care—composting, rainwater collection, habitat protection, pollinator planting, food growing and biodiversity stewardship.

Food systems reveal the same tension between environmental and social sustainability. Local sourcing, seasonal menus, reduced packaging, vegetarian options and food waste reduction can significantly lower nursery carbon footprints while supporting healthy eating. Yet Agyeman’s (2005; 2013) concept of just sustainabilities reminds us that environmental action without equity is not sustainability at all. Green practice that excludes low-income families or imposes culturally narrow assumptions reproduces injustice rather than transformation. Welsh Government’s Child Poverty Strategy (2024) reinforces this by linking food insecurity directly to educational inequality. Sustainability must therefore include anti-poverty work, family access and relational justice rather than simply carbon metrics.

A nursery cannot be considered sustainable if it depends upon exhausted staff, low wages, emotional burnout or exclusionary systems of care. Workforce wellbeing, inclusive leadership and professional trust are sustainability issues because human systems are ecological systems. Fonsén and Soukainen (2020) and Boyd, et al. (2022) emphasises that sustainability leadership requires whole-team ownership rather than isolated eco roles, while Ferdman (2013) frames inclusion as the active creation of environments where belonging and participation are possible. This aligns with Flying Start, the Childcare Offer for Wales and ALN policy frameworks where prevention and relational continuity are central (Welsh Government, 2025 and 2026; Legislation, Gov. UK, 2018). Huggins and Evans (2018) further argue that sustainability in early childhood must be understood through community resilience and collective care rather than institutional efficiency alone.

There is, however, a persistent danger that sustainability becomes another form of institutional performance. Ball’s (2003 and 2016) theory of performativity and Power’s (1999) concept of the audit society remain highly relevant: settings may become more concerned with displaying sustainability than living it. Eco-displays, laminated pledges and inspection-friendly green folders may satisfy accountability systems while leaving high-consumption organisational cultures untouched. Genuine sustainability often looks less impressive—fewer purchases, slower routines, stronger intergenerational relationships, quieter spaces and less visible consumption. Moss (2019) and Sousa and Moss (2024) argues that neoliberal early childhood governance privileges speed, visibility and measurable outcomes over ethical and democratic practice, making deep sustainability difficult within performative cultures.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory reminds us that children develop across interconnected systems—family, nursery, community and policy environments. Sustainability must therefore extend beyond the nursery gates. Parent engagement through clothing exchanges, seed swaps, repair workshops, shared gardening projects and local environmental partnerships reduces consumerism while strengthening belonging and social capital. Ritchie (2017) similarly argues that eco-cultural literacy emerges through community relationships rather than institutional instruction alone. This is particularly relevant in Welsh rural contexts where land, place and intergenerational belonging remain central to lived experience and identity.

Ultimately, reducing the carbon footprint in early years education requires far more than operational efficiency. It requires a philosophical, political and ethical rethinking of what education is for. From Brundtland’s principle of intergenerational responsibility, through the Earth Summit’s recognition of education as central to sustainability, to Welsh legislation, Harmony philosophy and common worlds pedagogies, the message is consistent: sustainability must be systemic, relational and just. A sustainable nursery asks not simply “How do we reduce emissions?” but “How do children, adults, communities and ecosystems flourish together?” This is where Reggio Emilia, Forest School, Welsh policy, UN sustainability agendas, Affrica Taylor’s common worlds approach, Diane Boyd’s leadership for sustainability and just sustainabilities converge. The challenge is not to create greener nurseries within unchanged systems, but to transform early childhood education itself into a practice of ecological responsibility, social justice and collective flourishing. After all, “Where Wales goes the world follows.” Such an exciting future.
Thank you
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