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Personal Reflection
Reflecting on my exploration of the school's conservation area in Part 1 has significantly changed the way I view outdoor learning and my role as a future early year’s practitioner. Before beginning this project, I regarded the conservation area primarily as an engaging outdoor space where children could play, investigate nature and take part in practical activities. Although I recognised its educational value, I had not fully considered its wider importance in promoting sustainability or preparing children to understand the environmental challenges facing their future.
As I spent time observing the area, researching local wildlife and reflecting on how it is used by pupils, I began to appreciate that it is much more than an outdoor classroom. It is a living ecosystem that supports biodiversity and provides opportunities for children to develop meaningful relationships with the natural world. Seeing children actively involved in maintaining bird feeders, creating bug hotels and protecting habitats demonstrated that even simple activities can help foster a sense of responsibility and care for the environment. This experience encouraged me to reflect on how early childhood education can influence children's attitudes and behaviours towards nature from a young age.
The project also prompted me to think beyond the boundaries of the school grounds. While the conservation area supports local wildlife, it also represents a small response to much larger global environmental issues. Climate change, habitat loss and declining biodiversity are increasingly affecting ecosystems across the world, with evidence of these changes becoming visible through changing weather patterns, seasonal shifts and pressures on native species (IPCC, 2023; IPBES, 2019). This made me realise that helping children develop an appreciation of nature is no longer simply about encouraging outdoor play, it is about equipping them with the values and understanding needed to care for the environment in an increasingly uncertain future.
Personally, the experience reminded me of my own childhood, where much of my learning happened outdoors through unstructured play, exploring woodlands and observing wildlife. These experiences developed my curiosity, imagination and appreciation of nature without me fully recognising their significance at the time. Reflecting on this has highlighted that many children today have fewer opportunities to build similar connections because of increased screen use, changing lifestyles and reduced access to natural environments. As a result, schools and early years settings have an increasingly important role in providing regular, meaningful experiences in nature.
This reflection has also challenged my understanding of sustainability. Initially, I associated sustainability mainly with environmental conservation, such as recycling, protecting wildlife and reducing waste. However, through this project I have come to understand sustainability as a much broader concept that encompasses environmental protection, social responsibility and ensuring that future generations are able to meet their own needs. I now recognise that fostering children's respect for nature, encouraging critical thinking and involving them in caring for their local environment are important foundations for developing responsible global citizens.
Overall, this experience has strengthened my commitment to embedding sustainability within my future practice. It has reinforced my belief that outdoor learning should not simply provide enjoyable experiences but should also encourage children to develop a sense of belonging, responsibility and stewardship for the natural world. Reflecting on these experiences has led me to consider the wider significance of Education for Sustainable Development and the important role that early year’s practitioners play in supporting children to understand and respond to contemporary challenges such as climate change and biodiversity loss. 
Introduction to academic presentation.
Outdoor learning is increasingly recognised as a fundamental component of high-quality early childhood education, offering children authentic opportunities to develop curiosity, resilience and an understanding of the natural world through direct experience (Davis, 2015). Beyond supporting children's physical, social and cognitive development, outdoor environments provide an ideal context for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), enabling children to develop environmental literacy and an appreciation of the interconnected relationship between people and nature (UNESCO, 2020). As climate change and biodiversity loss continue to present significant global challenges, early years practitioners have an important responsibility to create learning experiences that foster environmental awareness while empowering children to become active participants in sustainable futures. 
Education for Sustainable Development
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is recognised as a transformative educational approach that enables learners to develop the knowledge, skills and values required to contribute to a more sustainable future (UNESCO, 2020). Unlike traditional environmental education, ESD adopts a holistic perspective that considers the relationship between environmental protection, social responsibility and economic sustainability. Consequently, it encourages children to become active participants in understanding and addressing environmental issues rather than passive recipients of information.
The concept of sustainable development was first defined in the Brundtland Report as development that "meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED, 1987). Within early childhood education, this principle requires practitioners to create meaningful learning experiences that enable children to understand the interconnectedness of people, places and ecosystems. Davis (2015) argues that sustainability education should move beyond isolated activities such as recycling or gardening, instead promoting critical enquiry, ethical decision-making and participation in environmental action.
Outdoor learning provides an effective context for achieving these aims because it enables children to investigate ecological processes through authentic experiences. The school's conservation area exemplifies this approach by providing opportunities to observe wildlife, monitor seasonal changes, maintain habitats and plant native species. Through these experiences, children begin to recognise biodiversity as an interconnected system rather than viewing individual organisms in isolation. This supports the John Muir Award principles by encouraging children to Discover local habitats, Explore ecological relationships, Conserve biodiversity through practical action and Share their learning with others.
However, participation in conservation activities alone does not constitute effective Education for Sustainable Development. Davis (2015) argues that practitioners should encourage children to question, investigate and critically reflect on environmental issues rather than simply complete environmental tasks. Practical experiences therefore require purposeful adult interaction to enable children to understand the wider significance of biodiversity, conservation and sustainability.
Education for Sustainable Development also requires practitioners to balance environmental awareness with optimism and agency. While climate change and biodiversity loss present significant challenges, young children should be empowered to recognise that positive action can contribute to environmental wellbeing. UNESCO (2020) therefore advocates educational approaches that emphasise participation, hope and resilience rather than fear. Through opportunities to care for habitats, monitor wildlife and participate in conservation projects, children begin to appreciate that even small-scale actions can make meaningful contributions to protecting the environment.
Ultimately, Education for Sustainable Development should not be viewed as a separate curriculum area but as an approach that underpins everyday practice. By embedding sustainability within authentic outdoor learning experiences, practitioners can support children to develop environmental literacy, critical thinking and a sense of responsibility that extends beyond the early years setting into lifelong environmental stewardship.
Climate Change and Biodiversity
Climate change and biodiversity loss are among the most significant and interconnected environmental challenges facing contemporary society. Rising global temperatures, habitat destruction and unsustainable human activity continue to alter ecosystems, threaten species survival and reduce the resilience of natural environments (IPCC, 2023; IPBES, 2019). As these challenges increasingly affect local communities, early childhood education has an important role in helping children develop an understanding of the natural world and the importance of protecting it.
Climate change, driven largely by greenhouse gas emissions from human activities, contributes to changing weather patterns, habitat degradation and declining biodiversity (IPCC, 2023). At the same time, biodiversity loss weakens ecosystems' ability to regulate the climate through processes such as carbon storage, pollination and nutrient cycling (IPBES, 2019). These interconnected challenges highlight the importance of developing environmental literacy from an early age, enabling children to recognise that human wellbeing depends upon healthy ecosystems.
Although young children may not fully comprehend the complexity of climate science, research demonstrates that positive experiences in nature during early childhood significantly influence the development of environmental values and pro-environmental behaviours later in life (Chawla, 2020). Rather than focusing on environmental degradation alone, practitioners should provide opportunities for children to engage positively with nature through exploration, observation and conservation. Such experiences encourage children to develop empathy for living organisms while fostering hope and a sense of agency.
The school's conservation area provides an authentic environment in which these principles can be realised. Observing wildlife, monitoring seasonal change and participating in habitat management enable children to develop first-hand understanding of biodiversity while recognising the importance of caring for local ecosystems. 
However, developing environmental awareness requires more than regular access to outdoor spaces. Without skilled practitioner support, outdoor experiences may remain enjoyable but fail to develop deeper understanding of sustainability. Purposeful questioning and discussion enable children to connect local observations with wider environmental issues, helping them understand why biodiversity matters and how conservation contributes to healthier ecosystems. This approach encourages children to view themselves as active contributors to environmental sustainability rather than passive observers.
Overall, climate change and biodiversity provide a compelling rationale for embedding Education for Sustainable Development within early childhood education. By providing meaningful opportunities to explore, question and care for the natural environment, the school's conservation area supports children's developing environmental literacy while establishing the foundations for lifelong stewardship of the natural world.
Policy Frameworks
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) is supported by international and national policy frameworks that position sustainability as a fundamental purpose of education rather than a discrete curriculum topic (UNESCO, 2020). The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4 (Quality Education), Goal 13 (Climate Action) and Goal 15 (Life on Land), emphasise the role of education in equipping children with the knowledge, skills and values needed to contribute to sustainable futures (United Nations, 2015).
Within Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the Curriculum for Wales reinforce this commitment by embedding sustainability, environmental responsibility and enquiry-based learning across the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2022). The concept of Cynefin further encourages children to develop a sense of belonging and responsibility towards their local environment, making the school's conservation area an appropriate context for meaningful outdoor learning.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) also supports children's participation in environmental learning. Articles 12 and 29 recognise children's rights to express their views and develop respect for the natural environment (United Nations General Assembly, 1989).
However, policy alone does not ensure effective practice. Davis (2015) argues that practitioners must translate policy into purposeful, enquiry-based experiences that enable children to develop environmental literacy, critical thinking and a lifelong commitment to sustainability.
Educational Theory
Educational theory provides a pedagogical foundation for understanding how outdoor learning can support children's engagement with sustainability. Constructivist approaches suggest that children develop knowledge through active exploration, dialogue and experience rather than passive instruction. Within the context of the school's conservation area, the theories of Friedrich Froebel and Loris Malaguzzi are particularly relevant because both emphasise the importance of learning through interaction with rich, stimulating environments while recognising children's capacity to construct understanding through enquiry.
Froebel viewed nature as central to children's holistic development, arguing that direct engagement with the natural world nurtures curiosity, independence and respect for living things (Lilley, 1967). He believed children develop understanding through first-hand experiences, enabling them to recognise relationships within the natural world rather than learning through abstract instruction. This perspective remains highly relevant within outdoor learning, where opportunities to observe seasonal change, investigate habitats and care for wildlife encourage children to appreciate biodiversity through meaningful experience. Contemporary evidence supports Froebel's philosophy, with Chawla (2020) demonstrating that regular contact with nature during childhood strengthens environmental identity and encourages pro-environmental behaviours throughout later life.
However, Froebel's work reflects the educational priorities of the nineteenth century and therefore offers limited consideration of contemporary environmental challenges such as climate change or sustainable development. Loris Malaguzzi's Reggio Emilia approach extends this perspective by viewing children as competent, capable learners who construct knowledge through collaboration and enquiry. Central to his philosophy is the concept of the environment as the ‘third teacher’, recognising that carefully planned learning environments stimulate curiosity, investigation and creativity (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012). Rather than directing learning, practitioners facilitate children's thinking through open-ended questioning and shared exploration.
Applied within the conservation area, Malaguzzi's approach enables children to investigate habitats, compare wildlife, observe ecological change and communicate their findings with others. These experiences encourage children to develop explanations based on observation and discussion, strengthening scientific enquiry alongside environmental understanding. 
Together, Froebel and Malaguzzi provide complementary perspectives for outdoor learning. Froebel emphasises children's emotional connection with nature, while Malaguzzi highlights enquiry, collaboration and the active construction of knowledge. When applied within the school's conservation area, these theories demonstrate how outdoor environments can support environmental understanding, critical thinking and responsible action. 
Conclusion
In conclusion this presentation has demonstrated that the school's conservation area provides an effective context for embedding Education for Sustainable Development within early childhood education. By integrating authentic outdoor experiences with enquiry-based pedagogy, children are supported to develop environmental literacy, critical thinking and a sense of responsibility for the natural world. The findings suggest that meaningful sustainability education depends not simply on access to outdoor environments but on practitioners intentionally facilitating learning that encourages children to question, investigate and reflect upon their experiences.
The discussion has shown that the theories of Froebel and Malaguzzi provide a strong pedagogical foundation for outdoor learning, while international and Welsh policy frameworks position sustainability as a central purpose of education. Together, these perspectives reinforce that children should be recognised as capable participants in creating sustainable futures rather than passive recipients of environmental knowledge.
The conservation area illustrates how local outdoor environments can enable children to connect their everyday experiences with wider environmental challenges through practical conservation, collaborative enquiry and responsible action. By embedding the principles of the John Muir Award Discover, Explore, Conserve and Share within everyday practice, practitioners can foster lifelong environmental stewardship while supporting children's holistic development. Ultimately, preparing children to respond positively to future environmental challenges requires sustainability to become an integral element of early childhood education, underpinned by informed pedagogy, meaningful outdoor experiences and a commitment to nurturing environmentally responsible citizens.
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