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[bookmark: _Hlk202793908]Good Afternoon. My name is Chelsey Imms and this afternoon I will be presenting to you my personal refection on my scrapbook and critically evaluate how it links to sustainability in the early years. My scrapbook was based on our garden at our family farm which has been in our family for over 100 years. The farm holds a really special place in my heart as it’s where I spent most of my childhood and with my great-grandmother who sadly isn’t here with us anymore. Our farm is based in Gilwern, Monmouthshire, and holds almost 100 acres of land. We are very lucky to have a very large garden, where we are able to grow our own fruit and vegetables; as a family we feel very passionate about growing our own fruits and vegetables and putting “farm to fork”. As a child, I learnt very early on how growing your own fruit and vegetables is important for sustainable living because it reduces the need for packaging and transportation, lowers your carbon footprint, and helps you eat fresh, healthy food. It also saves money and promotes self-reliance. Taking on the John Muir award and creating a scrapbook made me fall in love with our garden all over again and allowed me to appreciate it as an adult as much as it did when I was a child. This experience deepened my connection to the garden because it made me slow down and really notice the details I might have overlooked before such as the different insects visiting the plants, the changing seasons, and the ways the garden supports local wildlife. It also reminded me how important it is to care for this space, not just as a source of food, but as a vibrant ecosystem that contributes to sustainability.
One memory that stands out to me is helping my great-grandmother pick raspberries from the garden each summer. I remember how carefully she showed me which berries were ripe and how important it was not to damage the plants so they could keep producing. That simple experience taught me patience, respect for nature, and the value of food grown with care. It also made me realise how much effort goes into growing fruit and vegetables - something you don’t always see when food comes from a supermarket. These early lessons truly shaped how I think about sustainability and where our food comes from. It also helps me to realise how lucky I was as a child to have experienced this and how it can promote curiosity for young children.
The John Muir Award helped me see the garden as a living classroom, a place where children can learn about the environment hands-on, just like I did as a child, as also develop a sense of responsibility, and feel inspired to protect the natural world. It reinforced my belief that fostering these connections early in life is essential for building a more sustainable future.
As an adult revisiting the garden, I feel a deeper appreciation for the knowledge and skills involved in sustainable farming - the patience required to nurture plants, the seasonal cycles, and the delicate balance of nature that supports growth. I also appreciate how the garden represents more than just food; it’s a place of history, family stories, and traditions passed down through generations.
There’s so much more I could learn about the garden now, such as the biodiversity it supports, the soil health, and the ways we can improve sustainability practices to protect the environment for future generations. Exploring these topics makes me think about how children can connect with nature not just through play, but by understanding the impact of their actions and the importance of caring for the earth.
The garden reminds me of my childhood by bringing back memories of discovery, wonder, and the joy of being outdoors. It inspires me to encourage children to build their own connections with nature, to nurture their curiosity, and to develop a sense of responsibility for the world around them. By fostering these values early on, we can help raise a generation that is more aware, compassionate, and proactive about sustainability.
Looking back now, I realise that my connection to the garden has not only shaped how I understand sustainability but also how I see myself as a future early years practitioner. It has made me reflect more deeply on my role - not just as someone who supports children's learning, but as someone who can advocate for a more sustainable way of living. I’ve come to understand that fostering environmental awareness in children isn't just about creating moments of joy or wonder in nature, but also about helping them build habits, values, and attitudes that last. I want to be the kind of practitioner who gives children the space to explore, ask questions, and feel empowered to make small changes, whether that’s through composting, growing herbs in a windowsill pot, or simply learning how their actions affect the world around them. My scrapbook reminded me that meaningful learning often starts from a personal place - and it’s in those personal, hands-on experiences that we can begin to inspire broader change. That realisation has stayed with me and will continue to guide how I approach sustainability in practice.
The goal of sustainability is to responsibly handle the environment, people, and resources so that we can live comfortably now without endangering the ability of future generations to do the same. It includes preserving the environment, making equitable use of resources, and considering long-term effects on local and global communities (Brundtland Report, 1987). "Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" is how the Brundtland Report defines sustainable development. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the 1992 Earth Summit are two significant global agreements and policies that have been influenced by this concept. One of the objectives, SDG 4.7, emphasises how education may assist students in acquiring the values, attitudes, knowledge, and skills necessary to uphold human rights, advance gender equality, live sustainably, and be engaged global citizens (UNESCO, 2017; Davis, 2015).
In early childhood education, ambitious goals like teaching children about sustainability must be suitable for their ages. This means utilising teaching methods that align with the ways in which young children learn - through play, practical experiences, and exploration of their surroundings (Cutter-Mackenzie et al., 2014). ESDGC, or education for sustainable development and global citizenship (gov.wales, 2012), is embedded within the curriculum in Wales (2022). The Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings and the Curriculum for Wales both support children's development into responsible adults, a sense of belonging (Cynefin), and an awareness of the global connections between people and places (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2018). Policies such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015), which requires public organisations to consider the long-term future and the welfare of both present and future generations, also supports those goals. Additionally, according to Articles 12, 13, and 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), children have the right to be heard, to learn about the environment, and to grow up in a safe and healthy world (Davies et al., 2009).
Taking part in the John Muir Award and spending time in the farm garden gave me a meaningful chance to think about how Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) can be embedded in early years education. Being actively involved in observing the growth of rhubarb, blackcurrants, raspberries, lettuce, onions, peas, beans, and various flowers helped me develop a much deeper, personal connection with nature. These kinds of hands-on experiences capture some of the core principles of ESDGC - learning that is practical, led by the interests of the child, rooted in the local environment, and designed to encourage a sense of care and responsibility for the world around us (UNESCO, 2017; MacQuarrie et al., 2015).
Early childhood education for sustainability should involve more than just allowing children to spend time outdoors. They should be able to think critically about nature, take action to protect it, and comprehend how it relates to broader global and societal issues. Activities like discovering, exploring, conserving nature, and sharing what has been discovered are all part of the John Muir Award. This promotes children's involvement and voice, which are the core values of contemporary educational theory as well as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) (Samuelsson and Park, 2017). However, there is a chance that early nature-based learning could become overly portrayed or simplified, as Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2015) caution. The opportunity to teach children how environmental issues are linked to social issues, the economy, and justice may be lost if the focus is solely on encouraging them to "care for nature" without further consideration. This echoes the warnings by Prince (2010) who critiques "light green" sustainability practices that neglect systemic understanding.
Although it is generally acknowledged that teaching children about sustainability is important, there is sometimes a significant gap between the goals of policy and the reality of early childhood education. The misunderstanding of high-level curriculum frameworks, including the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and the Curriculum for Wales (2022), with the realities of early childhood settings is one ongoing issue. Although they support aspirational ideas of sustainable education, they usually ignore the practical limitations that practitioners have, such as a lack of staff, time, and resources. Activities like gardening or recycling could turn meaningless in the absence of sufficient resources, acting more as basic tasks than as chances for in-depth learning, as Elliott and Young (2016) point out. Similar to this, Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2015) warn that the inclusion of sustainability in curricula does not always translate into successful implementation, especially when practitioners are left to interpret ambitious goals without enough support or clear direction. On the other hand, Davis (2015) and Cutter-Mackenzie et al. (2014) take a more positive approach, arguing that regular activities and child-led experiences can help integrate sustainability into daily life. These viewpoints, however, can ignore the widespread problem of persistent underfunding in early childhood education. Many environments have little funding, which makes it difficult to implement rewarding sustainability projects that call for supplies, outside space, or staff. All of the best intentions are undermined by this lack of investment, which also reveals a gap between idealistic policy frameworks and the practical financial realities. Early childhood education initiatives run the risk of being superficial or inaccessible until funding levels align with the importance of sustainability education, especially in more deprived areas.

For young children, nature and outdoor learning are essential, as demonstrated by numerous theorists. Froebel (1826), who created the concept of kindergarten, thought that children learn about themselves and the world by spending time in nature. His description of nature as the "living garment of God" (Froebel, 1826) highlights his strong belief in the importance of exploring the outdoors for children’s emotional and personal development. An important believer of learning through experience, particularly in natural settings, was Maria Montessori. When children are allowed to utilise all of their senses and explore and make their own discoveries, she claimed that they learn best (Montessori, 1966). Along with adults and other children, the environment is seen as the "third teacher" in Loris Malaguzzi's Reggio Emilia approach because it is claimed that a thoughtfully designed, engaging place can capture children's attention and foster their creativity (Malaguzzi, 1993; Edwards, Gandini & Forman, 2011). All of these methods are based on the idea that children learn best when they are actively engaged with their environment, particularly in natural settings where they can see, feel, and investigate real objects (Barrable, 2019).
There is strong evidence that children who regularly spend time in nature are more likely to grow up to be compassionate, empathetic, and environmentally conscious. According to studies by Davis (2015), Elliott and Davis (2020), and Sobel (2014), early exposures in natural environments support children's development of emotional bonds with their environment. It is believed that these healthy connections with nature provide the groundwork for future concerns about the environment (Davis, 2010; Ärlemalm-Hagsér, 2013). This is demonstrated well in my scrapbook from the John Muir Award. It shows how taking notes on what I observed in the garden, including changes in the seasons, various plants and wildlife, and the growth of different fruits and vegetables, can contribute to a deeper awareness of the natural world. This type of education includes more than just facts; it also involves meaningfully observing, experiencing, and relating to nature (David, 2010).
As an element of children's holistic development as well as understanding of their place in the world, sustainability should be emphasised in early childhood education, according to an increasing number of early childhood researchers and authors. According to Davis (2015), when explored through real-life experiences, young children can gain a better understanding of complicated concepts like fairness, caring for living things, and community responsibility. Growing fruits and vegetables is one activity that teaches children about the origins of food, the functioning of natural systems, and the need of preserving lives. According to Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie (2013), sustainability is not just a subject that should be taught; rather, it is a way of thinking and doing that can be applied to daily activities like planting, harvesting, and composting, which helps children better understand more abstract concepts (Davis et al., 2014; Miller, 2012).
Some authors, however, disagree with the way sustainability is frequently handled in early childhood settings. Although sustainability is becoming more and more emphasised in curriculum and policy documents, Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2015) note that educators are not always fully aware of or competent at implementing it. "Light green" methods run the risk of teaching children to recycle, for example, without requiring them to think critically or understand systems more deeply. Additionally, Elliott and Young (2016) claim that rather than serving as rich learning opportunities, gardening activities are sometimes used more for routine or behaviour control. They emphasise the value of purposeful education, in which adults assist children in drawing links between their garden activities and more general concepts of the environment and food systems (Dyment et al., 2014; Korkmaz and Guler Yildiz, 2017). This critique highlights the need for professional development to boost educators' confidence and knowledge in sustainability education (Dyment et al., 2014).
Growing food is still a great way for young children to get started with sustainability, even with these obstacles. UNESCO (2017) states that it promotes the growth of respect for life, patience, and responsibility - all of which are essential components of education for sustainable development. Children can observe the effects of their actions over time when they plant a seed, take care of it, and finally harvest the food in place-based and experiential learning activities like gardening. An "emotional ecology" - the relationship between the child and the environment that may encourage lifetime environmental care - is created by this hands-on interaction, according to Sobel (2014). Growing fruits and vegetables can be much more than just a gardening activity when guided by educated adults and integrated into a larger curriculum of critical thinking and global citizenship (Engdahl, 2015; Hägglund and Samuelsson, 2009).
In conclusion, experiences such as the John Muir Award scrapbook and gardening activities provide rich, practical opportunities to enact the principles of early childhood education for sustainability. They allow young children to build meaningful, emotional connections with the natural world and to develop critical thinking skills about their place within global environmental and social systems. However, careful attention must be paid to ensure such experiences move beyond simple ‘caring for nature’ towards fostering systemic understanding and action, requiring skilled educators who are confident in delivering sustainability education. Embedding these experiences within policy frameworks and curricula, as seen in Wales, further supports the long-term goal of cultivating responsible, engaged global citizens committed to sustainable futures (Prince, 2010; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2018; Tinney and Merriman, 2018).
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