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Presentation Script – “My John Muir Award Journey”
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Good evening, 
My name is Tracy Hall, and today I will be discussing my John Muir Award journey. I will be sharing how I explored and reconnected with my own garden in Foelgastel, a place I thought I knew, but surprised me with wildness, life and learning, once I truly started to observe it. 
This presentation will reflect on what I discovered, how it changed my understanding of sustainability, and why I believe small, local actions especially in early years education can have a big impact.
For my John Muir Award, I focused on a place I see every day my own garden. What surprised me most was how this space, which once felt familiar, became wild, alive, and full of potential once I began to truly notice it.
My connection with nature began when I was young. Most Sundays were spent exploring the countryside with my grandparents. They did not teach me about nature through facts or books but through gentle noticing. My grandfather would carve animals from twigs, my grandmother named flowers as we walked. These memories became the foundation of how I see the natural world today, as something to be noticed, respected, and cared for.
Now, years later, I live in Foelgastell, a rural village in Carmarthenshire. Our home, “The Squirrels,” has a large garden surrounded by hedgerows and wild land. Until I started this award, I had not really paid attention to the garden. But this project helped me rediscover it with fresh eyes. Suddenly, the hedgerows, shifting skies, birdsongs, and even long grass became a wild, living classroom.
I didn’t start with a plan. I simply stepped outside with curiosity. I followed the Reggio Emilia approach letting the environment be the teacher. I listened to the wind in the hedges, watched a robin hop through the grass, and sure enough, I eventually spotted a squirrel, just like the house name promised!
I made bark rubbings, drew squirrels, and even created diagrams. I discovered so much, from fun squirrel facts to how local animals like hedgehogs, bees, and butterflies all contribute to the garden’s ecosystem sometimes in helpful ways, sometimes not. And I began to realise that this space wasn’t just mine. It was shared, messy, alive.
[bookmark: _Hlk201947688]I discovered so much by just observing. For example, I learned that grey squirrels, like the one in my garden, were brought to the UK from North America and that red squirrels, our native species, have almost disappeared because of them. I also paid attention to smaller creatures like bees, caterpillars, hedgehogs and realised they all play important roles in this shared space.
But it wasn’t all positive. Slugs and snails, while helpful decomposers, can destroy young plants. Bees pollinate but they can also sting! Nature isn’t tidy. It’s full of tension and balance. And that’s what makes it beautiful.
As I spent more time outside, I realised that if I wanted this garden to stay wild and vibrant, I had to make changes not big ones, but meaningful ones. 
Understanding this made me want to do more to protect and care for the space. I let part of the lawn grow wild, planted pollinator-friendly flowers and started composting naturally, instead of using fertilisers. I built a bird feeder and refilling it became part of my daily rhythm. 
One of the most meaningful actions was helping two ducklings hatch and then creating a pond and duck house to support more wildlife.
These choices might seem small, but they are part of a bigger commitment: rethinking what sustainability looks like at home. I even connected it with my university work on fast fashion and reducing waste, seeing sustainability as a lifestyle, not just a garden task.
These small steps were my way of conserving not just the space, but the wildness within it. I wasn’t managing the garden anymore. I was working with it.
Doing this has changed how I understand sustainability. I used to think it meant reducing plastic or turning off lights. But now I know it’s about relationship between people, place, and nature. It’s about letting go of control, allowing things to grow in their own way, and recognising that we share these spaces with so many unseen lives.
Looking ahead, I would love to build a wildlife pond a safe space for frogs, dragonflies, and birds in dry summers. 
This quote by John Muir resonates with me (Muir, 1901):
“In every walk with nature one receives far more than he seeks.”
 I thought I was just looking at my garden, but I found memory, meaning, and a deeper sense of responsibility.
My wild place isn’t a national park. It is a patch of land at the edge of a Welsh village. But to me, it is just as important.
I have shared this journey in different ways, through sketches, poems, and photos. I have spoken to neighbours about letting parts of their gardens grow wild and swapped seeds and cuttings of plants. I have even started conversations online, posting short clips of the ducklings and sharing tips for wildlife-friendly gardening.
I hope to keep going maybe planting trees with local schools through groups like The Woodland Trust, and helping others see that wildness isn’t something far away in national parks. It can start right here in a garden, in a hedgerow, or in the quiet return of a robin.
The John Muir Award helped me return to something I had almost forgotten that deep sense of connection I had with nature as a child. It helped me see wildness not as something distant, but something I can live, protect, and pass on, starting right outside my own back door.    Thank you 


[bookmark: _Hlk202119256]15-Minute Presentation Script: Sustainability in Early Childhood Education & the John Muir Award
· Begin by stating that Education for Sustainability in the early years is far more than just environmental awareness. It is fundamentally about cultivating dispositions of care, critical thinking, and responsible action in young children, directly shaping our approach to early childhood education (UNESCO, 2019).
· Emphasize that young children are not just future citizens; they are active participants in shaping sustainable worlds now (Walker, 2017).
· Introduce the classic definition from the Brundtland Report (Our Common Future, 1987), explaining how it underpins early years pedagogy centred on rights, care, and intergenerational justice (Somerville and Williams, 2015).
· Transition to my John Muir Award journey, highlighting it as a rich space to explore these ideas in action.
· Stress how deeply relevant this is to Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS), where real-life experiences, sensory engagement, and relational learning are central to how young children learn (Elliott and Young, 2016).
· Explain how the Award deepened my personal connection and prompted reflection on how place-based experiences inform early years pedagogy – specifically child-centred, inquiry-led, and rooted in the lived environment (Hedefalk, Almqvist and Ostman, 2015).
· Point out that young children thrive with experiential, hands-on, and emotionally meaningful learning (Güler Yıldız et al., 2021), aligning perfectly with ECEfS.
· Use my garden as a metaphor for early years pedagogy itself: dynamic, co-created, and rooted in place (Levy and Zint, 2013).
· State my intention to evaluate this intersection through theory, policy, and reflective practice, demonstrating how immersive, local, nature-based experiences can inform pedagogy, develop sustainability literacy, and support well-being.
· Introduce the four John Muir Award principles: Discover, Explore, Conserve, Share (John Muir Trust, no date).
· Connect these principles to key early years educational theorists:
· Friedrich Froebel: His belief in unity with nature and the importance of outdoor play for holistic development (Tovey, 2016).
· John Dewey: His emphasis on meaningful, experiential learning (Williams, 2017), mirrored in how children make sense of the world through sensory exploration and purposeful play – give examples like a mud kitchen or tending a garden patch.
· Rudolf Steiner: His focus on rhythm, imagination, and connection with natural cycles (Oldfield and Boyd, 2017), relevant to seasonal and nature-based learning – like celebrating seasonal festivals or using natural materials.
· Explain how my actions (observing squirrels, sketching, composting, planting) directly resonate with how children learn in early settings: through doing, noticing, and reflecting (Ward, 2013).
· Discuss Wills' (2024) concept of "relational consciousness" a child's understanding of interconnectedness with place, people, and the more-than-human world. This mirrors how early years fosters empathy, care, and community-mindedness (Croft, 2017).
· Highlight how animals and plants became co-participants in my learning, just as they do for children developing an early ecological identity (Elliott et al., 2018).
· Introduce Poe et al.'s (2014) "ecology of belonging," where identity is shaped by intimate knowledge of local ecologies.
· Explain how my garden became a living, emergent curriculum (e.g., leaving grass unmown for pollinators). These actions are like children helping compost or building bug hotels, connecting sustainability as part of everyday life (David, 2012).
· Boldermo (2020) emphasizes that meaningful sustainability learning comes from real actions. This ties into the Reggio Emilia notion of the environment as the “third teacher” (Robson, 2017), seeing spaces like gardens as sites for inquiry.
· When children engage with nature, they learn care, interdependence, and stewardship (Askerlund and Almers, 2016; Leicht, 2018).
· Transition to the crucial policy context shaping early years pedagogy.
· Key Policies:
· The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015: Promotes care and resilience (Welsh Government, 2025).
· Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC): Supports children as capable, caring citizens (Welsh Government, 2012).
· UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): Mention specific goals like 4 (education), 15 (life on land), and 13 (climate action) (United Nations, no date).
· UNCRC: Children’s right to a voice, education respecting nature, and cultural participation (Unicef, no date).
· Conclude this section by stating that these frameworks collectively underscore that embedding sustainability in early years is not optional; it is a rights-based imperative that guides educators (Welsh Government, 2024).
· Mentha, Church and Page (2015) emphasize that early childhood settings must promote agency, participation, and practical engagement. My award enacted these values.
· My practical actions (drawing, bark rubbing, composting, planting) mirrored ESDGC’s emphasis on experiential, inclusive, and transformative learning.
· Give examples: Composting (SDG 12: Responsible Consumption), planting for pollinators (SDG 15: Life on Land), documenting changes (systems thinking, future planning – UNESCO, 2019).
· These everyday experiences align with children’s play, fostering early eco-literacy and connecting to global themes (White, 2013). My actions serve as pedagogical prototypes for how ECEfS can be embedded.
· These approaches support Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences (1999), reminding us that sustainability learning happens through movement, story, touch, and art (Alerby and Bergmark, 2014; Davis, 2011).
· UNESCO (2019) identifies collaboration, creativity, and values-based thinking  skills naturally cultivated in early childhood.
· These activities support children in understanding their role as agents of care and change within their communities, a core value of global citizenship education (Welsh Government, 2012).
· Transition to critique, it is crucial to critically interrogate the John Muir Award's limitations.
· Highlight its potential environmental bias, which can underplay social justice, diversity, and political agency (IJW, 2021).
· For example, access to "green spaces" is not universal. Nature-based learning must avoid perpetuating colonial or exclusionary narratives that idealise wilderness (Nxumalo & Cedillo, 2017).
· The award lacks explicit commitment to interconnected social dimensions like energy justice, food equity, and cultural relevance (Arlemalm-Hagser, Davis and Elliott, 2020). True sustainability needs these (Watt and Frydenberg, 2024), otherwise, programs risk being tokenistic.
· Suggest how a more inclusive framework would explore justice-oriented questions with young learners: “Who grows our food?”, “Why do some communities lack green space?”, or “Whose voices are missing in our stories about nature?” (Ditlev-Simonsen, 2021).
· Reiterate the need for equity and inclusion in ECEfS (Williams, 2017; Nxumalo & Nayak, 2023).
· Emphasize that educators must adapt sustainability learning to urban contexts (gardens, rooftops, window boxes) and explore social justice through child-appropriate projects (food growing, community seed swaps) (Murray, Panieri and Poto, 2024; Has, 2022).
· Explain how my experience shifted my understanding of the adult’s role in ECEfS from instructor to co-learner and facilitator.
· Align this with the UNCRC highlighting children’s right to a voice (Article 12) and participation (Unicef, no date). Educators must create spaces where children can be heard (Ranta, 2023)  listening deeply is a radical pedagogical act.
· Give examples of open-ended questions I would use: “What should we grow for the bees?” or “How can we care for this patch of earth together?” This reframes the adult’s role.
· ECEfS must empower children to act (Crawford and Jones, 2023). My experience taught me sustainability is about listening, observing, and allowing wildness to shape us (Cutter-Mackenzie, 2014; Taylor, Giugni and Kolbe, 2017).
· Highlight this as a crucial principle (Davis, 2015). My multi-modal expressions (drawings, bark rubbings, poems) were ways of processing complex ideas (Rekers, Sorensen and Grindheim, 2021).
· UNESCO (2019) calls this essential but often missing. Suggest a "time capsule garden" project for intergenerational dialogue, oral knowledge, hope, and continuity (Davis, 2015; Waite, 2017).
· Conclude by stating my John Muir Award journey brought theory into practice, reflecting core early years pedagogical values: care, curiosity, play, and community (Reynolds and Temple, 2019). Reaffirm that sustainability is a lens, a way of being, and a daily practice.
· Mention opportunities in the Curriculum for Wales 2022 across AoLEs (Welsh Government, 2024).
· Reiterate that early childhood education is uniquely positioned to cultivate sustainability competencies: critical thinking, compassion, creativity, collaboration (Goodliff et al., 2017).
· Future Aims: Outline my aims as an educator:
· Embed sustainability as a lens.
· Ensure equity and inclusion.
· Create learning with children, families, and communities.
· Embrace uncertainty, wildness, and wonder.
· Support children in cultivating knowledge, belonging, and agency (Honig, 2015).
· End with the powerful quote: "When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe." (Muir, 1901). Explain this is the essence of sustainability and transformative early childhood education (Summers and Smith, 2014).
· As I move forward, sustainability is cultivated through attention, relationship, and small daily acts of care.
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