Part 2
In Part 1 of my project, I focused on the nursery garden at Marsh Hill Nursery School — a place that feels truly special to me. Working in this space gave me the chance to move beyond talking about sustainability and actually live it alongside the children, in a hands-on and meaningful way.I discovered the incredible power of children forming emotional connections with nature. Seeing their faces light up when they found insects using magnifying glasses, their excitement as seeds sprouted, and the pride they felt in caring for their plants showed me that sustainability is not just about facts or information. It is about building relationships, feeling a sense of responsibility, and caring deeply for the world around us.These moments highlighted that real learning happens when children are allowed to explore with all their senses and when they feel emotionally invested. By forming these strong connections, they are much more likely to carry forward the values of respect and care for nature as they grow.I found out that children thrive when they are active participants. By planting seeds, looking for bugs, and helping maintain the garden, they weren’t just learning about nature — they were learning important life skills like patience, responsibility, and teamwork.Giving them real ownership of tasks made them feel that their actions mattered. When a child feels trusted to look after a plant or protect a bug, they develop a stronger sense of self-worth and understand that even small acts can have a positive impact.We conserved by taking small but meaningful actions each day: watering plants, carefully handling insects, removing weeds, and keeping the garden tidy. Through these tasks, the children learned that looking after the environment isn’t something we do once — it’s an ongoing commitment and a way of life.These daily acts of care helped the children understand that every choice matters and that they have the power to make a difference. They started to see themselves as part of nature, not separate from it.Reflecting on this experience, I realised that sustainability cannot simply be taught as a topic — it needs to be felt, lived, and practiced. It’s about helping children see that they belong to a wider living world and that their small, caring actions can ripple out and create positive change.This journey also transformed my own perspective as an educator. I moved from simply instructing to learning alongside them, sharing their sense of wonder, and celebrating each new discovery together. It reminded me that true learning is a shared experience, and that by creating these opportunities for connection, we plant seeds for a more caring, thoughtful future.
Doing activities like working in the nursery garden at Marsh Hill Nursery School strongly supports the ideas behind early childhood education for sustainability (ECEfS). One of the core beliefs in ECEfS is that children learn best about caring for the environment when they are actively involved and engaged in real-life, hands-on experiences (Davis, 2010).In our garden, the children were not simply observers — they became active participants. For example, they planted seeds themselves and checked on them daily, running in each morning to see if a new sprout had appeared. When they found insects like worms and ladybirds, they carefully moved them to a “safe spot,” showing empathy and curiosity. Some children even named their plants and insects, talking about them as “friends” who needed their help to grow and stay safe. This reflects Davis’s (2010) idea that building emotional connections with the natural world is crucial for developing long-term sustainable behaviours.Giving children meaningful responsibilities, such as deciding when to water or which plants needed weeding, helped them feel trusted and capable. I noticed that children who were usually quiet or unsure in the classroom became more confident and expressive in the garden. They proudly reminded each other, “We have to be gentle,” or “Don’t forget to water my plant today!” This mirrors Elliott and Davis’s (2009) argument that young children should be viewed as competent co-constructors of knowledge rather than passive learners who simply absorb information.Caring for the garden also helped them learn that looking after the environment is a continuous, everyday commitment rather than a one-off activity. For example, some children initially thought pulling weeds meant “hurting” the garden. After discussions and seeing how other plants could grow better afterward, they understood it as an act of support and care. This aligns with Sterling’s (2001) concept of “transformative learning,” which suggests education should help learners reshape their thinking and build new relationships with the world.Involving children in decisions — like choosing which seeds to plant or where to place bug hotels — also upholds their right to express opinions and participate actively in matters that affect them (United Nations, 1989). By giving them choices and a voice, we help children feel valued and respected, building their self-esteem and reinforcing a sense of belonging and responsibility.A critical analysis shows that these experiences also help develop life skills beyond environmental awareness. By engaging in practical tasks, children learn patience as they wait for seeds to grow, problem-solving skills when figuring out how to support a leaning plant, and cooperation when working together to create bug hotels or tidy the space. These skills contribute to children’s overall resilience and social-emotional development (Davis & Elliott, 2014).However, these approaches are not without challenges. Some practitioners worry about the mess, safety concerns, or feel pressure to prioritise academic outcomes indoors. There is also a risk that outdoor learning can become surface-level or merely a “tick-box” activity if not deeply embedded into daily routines and the setting’s wider values. To avoid this, educators must see outdoor and sustainability education as a core part of children’s learning, not just an add-on.Through these experiences, children begin to see themselves as connected to nature rather than separate from it. They understand that small, caring actions — like gently moving a worm or watering a seedling — matter. These early experiences build the foundations for a generation who will feel responsible for and empowered to protect the natural world.Reflecting on this work also transformed my role as an educator. Instead of simply acting as an “instructor,” I saw myself as a guide and co-learner, learning and discovering alongside the children. Their curiosity, wonder, and questions inspired me to reconnect with my own sense of care for nature and model this with them. This supports the view that sustainability education is not just about transferring facts but about creating shared, relational experiences that encourage children to feel, think critically, and act (Somerville & Williams, 2015).Ultimately, experiences like those in the nursery garden show that education for sustainability is not about delivering information to passive learners; it is about creating spaces where children become active, empowered participants who learn to care, question, and act. By embedding these values through joyful, meaningful, hands-on experiences, we help shape future citizens who are thoughtful, compassionate, and ready to protect and sustain the world around them.

The mud kitchen was also an important part of this learning journey. In this space, children had the freedom to experiment with natural materials like mud, water, leaves, and sticks, mixing and pouring them to create imaginative “recipes.” This open-ended play did not just develop their creativity and fine motor skills — it also allowed them to explore sensory experiences and make sense of natural processes in their own way.Through the mud kitchen, children engaged in deep, child-led exploration. They took ownership of their play, deciding which “ingredients” to include, what tools to use, and how to solve problems that came up, such as sharing limited resources or fixing a “soup” that was too watery. These social interactions nurtured important skills like cooperation, negotiation, and communication. In line with the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfE, 2021), this approach highlights the value of active, hands-on experiences and encourages children to be leaders in their own learning journey.Critically, the mud kitchen also embodies the idea of sustainability as a lived, joyful practice rather than a theoretical concept. Instead of only being told to “respect nature,” children learned to value it through play, touching mud, feeling leaves, and noticing how water transforms materials. This reflects the principles described by Somerville and Williams (2015), who argue that sustainability education should be experiential and relational — grounded in direct, meaningful interactions with the natural world rather than abstract instructions.Furthermore, the unstructured nature of the mud kitchen challenges traditional educational approaches that often prioritise control, tidiness, and fixed outcomes. Instead, it encourages risk-taking, exploration, and a sense of wonder — all critical elements for fostering curiosity and deeper environmental connections (Elliott & Davis, 2009). While some might view the mess as a downside, it is precisely this messiness that supports authentic learning. It pushes both children and educators to let go of perfection and embrace experimentation and unpredictability.Reflecting on my observations, I saw children proudly presenting their “mud pies” or “leaf stews” to each other and to adults, clearly demonstrating a sense of ownership and pride in their creations. They often connected their play to real-world environmental ideas, saying things like “This is a soup for the worms so they don’t get hungry,” showing an emerging empathy for other living things.Overall, the mud kitchen was not just an extra play area; it was a powerful site of learning where children developed ecological thinking, social skills, and emotional resilience. By allowing children to freely interact with natural materials, it showed that sustainability education can be deeply engaging, empowering, and fun. It transformed nature from something abstract into something children could touch, shape, and care for — laying a strong foundation for lifelong respect and responsibility toward the environment.
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