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Reflection 

 

My name is Mia Wiles, student number 2306399 and in this presentation, I will be reflecting upon my 

John Muir Award experience and critically evaluating how these experiences support the principals of 

early years childhood education for sustainability. 

My journey began with discovering the incredible biodiversity within my own back garden, a space I had 

previously taken for granted. I spent time identifying the many species of plants and trees growing in 

our garden, many of which were self-seeding. This sparked my interest in how unmanaged spaces, 

often viewed as messy or unkempt, can be essential for ecological diversity. As I documented plant 

species, I also began observing the bees that frequently visited. I learned about some of the bee 

species common in South Wales, such as the red-tailed bumblebee, the early bumblebee, and the 

white-tailed bumblebee. This awareness of pollinators encouraged me to pay closer attention to the 

plants they preferred and the times of day they were most active, highlighting their essential role in 

sustaining local ecosystems.  

As part of the conservation element of the award, I worked with my dad to build a hedgehog den and a 

bug hotel. This hands-on activity was especially meaningful, most importantly, it helped me see how 

environmental education can be rooted in everyday spaces and family traditions. My garden became 

not just a site of learning, but a living archive of memories, values, and evolving sustainability practices. 

Working alongside my dad and hearing stories from my grandparents gave me a renewed appreciation 

for how deeply personal our relationship with nature can be, and how these experiences can shape our 

attitudes toward conservation and care. 

This experience also allowed me to reflect on how small-scale, local actions, like building a hedgehog 

den or identifying native pollinators, can contribute meaningfully to larger ecological systems. By 

understanding the interconnectedness between the insects in my garden and broader environmental 

health, I developed a more nuanced appreciation of sustainability. Moreover, the process of 

documenting and sharing my learning journey encouraged me to think critically about how we 

communicate environmental values to others. It highlighted the importance of storytelling, heritage, and 

emotional connection in promoting sustainability, not just facts or scientific data. 

 



2306399 
ECEY6005 
Word count: 1932 

 

Ultimately, the John Muir Award challenged me to look differently at the space I inhabit and inspired me 

to take responsibility for its care. It deepened my ecological awareness, strengthened my family bonds, 

and reaffirmed the value of hands-on learning. Going forward, I am motivated to continue these 

practices and to seek ways to share this knowledge with others, particularly younger children so that 

they too can form meaningful relationships with nature. 

Importantly, this experience has also influenced my long-term personal aspirations. It has made me 

realise how vital access to green space is for wellbeing, learning, and sustainability, therefore, as a 

result, I now feel strongly about continuing my family's gardening legacy.  

   

  Critically evaluating how undertaking experiences in the John Muir award supports the 

philosophy and principles of early childhood education for sustainability. 

 

Froebel, Pestalozzi: Learning through senses 

According to Hoskins and Smedley (2019) Froebel’s early years’ philosophy emphasised learning 

through play, nature immersion, and sensory engagement, Teichert and Helbig (2024) agree by 

maintaining that Froebel advocated self-activity as essential to early learning. Waite, et al. (2020) insist 

that the discovery and exploring stages as part of the John Muir Award, enable young children to 

observe wildlife, feel textures, and learn through active senses, which Jeffs and Ord (2018) show as 

mirroring Froebel’s principles of sensorial knowledge. Accordingly, Colvin and King (2018) state that 

Pestalozzi also emphasised learning through senses, where Beery and Jørgensen (2018) show that 

conservation tasks satisfy the senses of children and foster effective communication skills, while 

building understanding about the world around them. 

Dewey: Learning through experiences 

Landorf and Wadley (2022) persist that Dewey viewed education as learning through doing, in real-

world contexts, where reflection and experience must be combined. Dunkley and Smith (2022) claim 

that children participating in the John Muir Award engage with authentic objects and experiences, for 

example, identifying species, mapping habitats, conserving through practical tasks, then proceed to 

reflect critically through discussions, drawings, and sharing insights with peers. This therefore aligns 

with Dewey’s notion of inquiry-based learning, where Indrašienė, et al. (2023) state that experience and 
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reflection give children the opportunity to take part in decisions that affect them, while developing 

critical thinking.  

Reggio Emilia: Place-based pedagogy 

Theodotou and Aden (2019) show that the Reggio Emilia approach celebrates the hundred languages 

of children and encourages multiple expressive modes. Kaiser (2023) insists that when children share 

as part of the John Muir Award, it often involves creative outputs, such as photographs, storytelling, art 

installations, which reflect Reggio's multimodal documentation. Additionally, place-based pedagogy, for 

example Wales’ concept of ‘cynefin’ or sense of place is activated as children learn to attach meaning 

to local green spaces, seeing them as sites of identity, belonging, and ecological responsibility (Welsh 

Government, 2022). 

Inquiry and Critical Thinking 

Through taking part in the John Muir Award and participating in hands-on fieldwork like identifying 

species and creating maps, Dunkley and Smith (2022) show that children are encouraged to ask 

meaningful questions, where practitioners guide these explorations toward understanding human 

impact, environmental care, and shared responsibility. A case study in Glasgow and Vietnam primary 

schools by Phuong (2022), shows how students reclaimed messy urban spaces within their 

environment. Furthermore, through co-creating poetry and planting together, the children developed 

critical awareness and took transformative action to improve the site. 

 

Policy and Sustainable Action  

In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 promotes goals like sustainable 

communities, resilience, and health. Powell (2023) argues that conservation projects, such as planting 

pollinators, bug hotels, and litter picking as part of the John Muir Award directly address these 

objectives by building environmental stewardship, social cohesion, and wellbeing and area pride. 

Areas for Development 

While the John Muir Award’s environmental impact is significant, it presents several areas for critical 

scrutiny. 

Gaps in Socioeconomic and Cultural Integration 
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A critical comparison of early childhood education theories, learning approaches, and the Curriculum for 

Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) reveals both alignment and tension in how sustainability is 

understood, delivered, and experienced by young learners. Classic theorists such as Froebel, Dewey, 

and Steiner provide foundational support for experiential, nature-based, and holistic education as stated 

by Meyer (2020). Moreover, Froebel emphasised the unity of life and saw nature as the child’s first 

educator, arguing that learning must begin with tangible, sensory experience and grow outward into 

abstract thought (Flemig and McNair, 2022). Luff (2018) suggests that Dewey similarly advocated for 

experiential learning, situating knowledge acquisition within real-world, meaningful contexts. Therefore, 

as Howe (2022) argues that according to both theorists, education was inherently connected to the 

social and ecological environment.  

The new curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), reiterates these ideals in its four purposes, 

seeking to create ethical, informed citizens who show commitment to the sustainability of the planet and 

ambitious, capable learners who are enterprising and creative. Moreover, Teichert and Helbig (2022) 

maintain that these principles are consistent with Froebelian and Deweyan approaches, as they place 

the learner at the centre of their own learning whilst emphasising the development of critical, 

compassionate global citizens. Binetti (2020) claims that Steiner’s educational philosophy also shares 

this emphasis, particularly through his notion of head, heart, and hands, encouraging balanced 

intellectual, emotional, and practical development. King (2023) continues by stating that Steiner’s belief 

in spiritual connection to nature and seasonal rhythms is mirrored in the John Muir Award’s stages, 

which honour the cycles and rhythms of the natural world through acts of discovery, care, and 

reflection. 

In practice, however, tensions emerge between theory, policy, and curriculum implementation. While 

the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) provides space for schools to design locally 

responsive, cross-disciplinary learning through the Areas of Learning and Experience, including Health 

and Well-being and Science and Technology, Huckle (2022) argues that it does not always ensure 

consistent depth of ecological understanding or sustainability action. The John Muir Award, rooted in 

deep ecological engagement and place-based practice, fills this gap by offering a structured, 

progressive model of environmental learning that builds knowledge, values, and action. Moreover, Nair 

(2019) claims that the John Muir Award resonates strongly with Forest School pedagogy, which values 

child-led exploration, risky play, and long-term outdoor immersion. However, Murphy (2023) claims that 

Forest School differs by offering more open-ended, emergent inquiry, whereas the John Muir Award 

can lean toward structured, outcome-driven tasks. Moreover, Powell (2023) persists that this creates a 

philosophical difference, while the John Muir Award aligns with policy in terms of structure and 
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assessment, especially under the curriculum for Wales’ progression steps, it may risk undervaluing 

child-led curiosity unless educators actively adapt it to remain responsive. Furthermore, Aljabreen 

(2020) asserts that while Reggio Emilia and Montessori methods emphasise autonomy, multimodal 

expression, and relational learning, these pedagogies prevent over-scaffolding or adult-led instruction. 

Therefore, Dunkley and Smith (2022) indicate that if the John Muir Award’s challenges are delivered 

prescriptively rather than dialogically, it can risk contradicting the very inquiry-based, hand-on learning 

that underpins the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and these foundational 

pedagogies. 

Additionally, as asserted by Glover (2023) the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) 

commitment to cross-cutting themes, such as the Global Sustainable Development Report (2023) and 

the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 suggests a move toward an integrated, futures-

oriented pedagogy. However, Huggins and Evans (2018) show that without clear indicators or educator 

training, there is a risk that sustainability becomes a superficial add-on rather than a core principle. 

Therefore, Jones (2018) indicates that here, the John Muir Award provides a concrete, accessible 

framework for applying sustainability through hands-on action, interdisciplinary thinking, and community 

engagement. Although the John Muir Award powerfully advances environmental responsibility as 

argued by Van Dyke (2024), Mathias, Krings and Teixeira (2023) persist it may insufficiently address 

the broader social justice and economic strands of sustainability unless teachers intentionally include 

them. Post-humanist theorists, as argued by Fall (2019), challenge both traditional and policy-led 

curricula by fostering child–nature–world relationships that resist functionalism. In this sense, Myers, et 

al. (2024) suggest that the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and the John Muir Award 

remain grounded in human-centred models, unless practitioners include ideas and conversations about 

how people are related to nature and not superior to it. 

In conclusion, the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) provides a flexible and promising 

framework for education for sustainability, especially when enriched by experiential models like the 

John Muir Award and underpinned by critical pedagogical theory. However, the practical challenge lies 

in how educators navigate and mediate between structured curriculum expectations, diverse 

pedagogies, and the unpredictable richness of natural learning environments. 

The John Muir Award, therefore, provides a clear, research-informed pathway for early childhood 

education for sustainability. It aligns strongly with pedagogical thought from Froebel’s sensory, play-

based learning, Dewey’s experiential inquiry and reflection, and Forest School methods. Evidence from 

studies shows real-world impact, for example, higher attainment, wellbeing, inclusion, and 
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environmental care. Furthermore, the John Muir Award is included in policy frameworks such as Well-

being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the Global Sustainable Development Report (2023) 

(Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2023) reinforcing its importance. 

However, to fulfil its potential, practitioners must integrate socio-cultural citizenship, structural inclusion, 

and emergent inquiry, ensuring that sustainability education fosters not just environmental 

responsibility, but a socially just, inclusive, and globally connected form of citizenship. 

Thank you very much for the opportunity to present, if there are any questions about the topics 

discussed, please do not hesitate to contact me. Thank you. 
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