Hello everyone. My name is Georgina Davies, and during this presentation, I aim to share a reflective journey based on my experiences exploring sustainability within our school’s conservation area and how these experiences have shaped my understanding of early childhood education for sustainability. I will begin by reflecting on my personal and professional learning through this engagement with nature alongside the children, focusing on our discoveries at the pond and the apiary.
Following this reflective section, I will move on to an academic evaluation, where I aim to critically explore the wider contextual influences (philosophical, socio-cultural, historical, and legislative) that shape sustainability and citizenship, reflecting on their significance for early years education and care.
For my project, I chose to focus on our school’s conservation area, a place that holds great personal and professional significance for me. Located within the school grounds, this area is a rich, natural environment full of diverse plants, insects, and wildlife. As the school’s only trained Forest School Leader, I regularly take children from Nursery to Year 6 out into this space, facilitating hands-on activities such as den building, pond dipping, bug hunting, planting, natural crafts, and fire skills. The conservation area is more than just a beautiful outdoor classroom; it is where I witness real, daily changes in the natural world alongside the children’s growth in confidence, curiosity, and respect for nature. Creating this scrapbook has been so much more than collecting photos and jotting down notes — it’s been a real journey of growth, both personally and professionally.
 I originally planned to focus entirely on the school pond but as you will see on pages 4 & 5 of my scrapbook everything changed when we discovered crested newts living there. After researching and realising they were a protected species due to their declining population, the children made the thoughtful decision to leave the pond undisturbed. Their compassion and maturity struck me deeply. It reminded me that sustainability isn’t always about doing more, sometimes it’s about stepping back. Watching quietly, showing respect, and letting nature thrive without interference.
[bookmark: _Int_XIy39oOQ]That moment became a real turning point for me and this project. It challenged me to reflect on how often we push ahead with plans without considering what is actually best for the environment. And it made me realise that sustainability isn’t just about planting seeds or recycling materials (although those things matter). It’s also about being present, listening, learning — and sometimes, changing direction.
This shift led me to bees. Sitting in the conservation area, feeling a bit stuck, I noticed a single bee working among the flowers. Calm. Steady. Focused. Not rushed like we often are. Watching it made me stop and really take notice — and that’s when everything clicked.
[bookmark: _Int_dBikLuAP] People often talk about how “busy” bees are, but in reality, they’re measured and intentional. They take only what they need and, in doing so, give back so much more. That’s a lesson I won’t forget.
[bookmark: _Int_iG6qHSiY]And with the children, this topic came to life. We explored the different roles within a hive, spotting drone bees during our visit to the school’s apiary and watching foragers return with pollen. The children created wonderful written work, from diagrams to bee fact files and we balanced that with hands-on experiences like building bee hotels, tasting different types of honey, and even extracting honey from our hives.
It also reinforced the importance of modelling care and respect for the natural world. Children notice when we take their ideas seriously. Their decision to protect the newts, and the way it was honoured, gave them confidence as young conservationists and that’s something I want to nurture in every learner I work with.
This experience didn’t just foster a sense of responsibility—it also highlighted the power of combining practical action with reflection. The mix of hands-on and written work enabled all learners to participate meaningfully, from curious researchers to active explorers, and showed me the true value of inclusive, experiential, real-world learning.

[bookmark: _Int_0esoU91f][bookmark: _Int_K8ymcFqN]As a result, this experience has reminded me of the importance of differentiated learning and the need to recognise that not all children learn best through traditional classroom methods, such as sitting at desks and writing in books. I often feel frustrated by this, especially as I work with children across all age groups in school and can clearly see how opportunities for outdoor and experiential learning tend to decline the further up the school I go. It’s disheartening to witness older children missing out on the rich, hands-on learning experiences that can be so impactful, particularly for those who thrive in more active, practical environments. As I am hoping to begin my PGCE in September, I know that when I do become a qualified teacher, I will make it a priority to incorporate experiential and outdoor learning into my teaching wherever possible. Having worked as a teaching assistant for the past four years, I’m not blind to the challenges teachers face—particularly the pressure to produce written evidence in books and to cover a vast number of topics within tight timeframes. However, I strongly believe in the value of hands-on, meaningful learning experiences, and I will strive to ensure that my future pupils have regular opportunities to learn in ways that engage them beyond the classroom walls.
In the end, this project hasn’t just supported the children’s growth, it supported mine too. As an educator, I’ll carry these lessons forward with me, and continue weaving sustainability, curiosity, and care into everything I do. 

[bookmark: _Int_N10L4x7c]With these reflections in mind, I will now move on to an academic evaluation, where I aim to critically explore the broader contextual factors that shape sustainability and citizenship, reflecting on their significance for early years education and care.

[bookmark: _Int_q17AtrLi]Engaging in the experiences documented in my scrapbook has profoundly deepened my understanding and practical engagement with sustainability, not merely as an academic topic, but as a mindset and pedagogical approach. These encounters resonate strongly with the principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) (Boyd et al., 2021), which aims to empower children as active participants in shaping a just, equitable, and sustainable world (Hanoi, 2019). Understanding and reflecting on these experiences reveals how deeply embedded ECEfS principles, including relationality, child agency, and ethical stewardship—can be enacted in practice. A pivotal moment in this project was the collective decision to leave the pond habitat of the protected crested newts undisturbed. This choice, arising from the children’s own emerging sense of care, exemplifies a key tenet of ECEfS: that sustainability is not always about doing more, but often about knowing when to step back (Kun, 2024). Their decision to respect the autonomy of the newt habitat challenges dominant human-centered educational models that prioritize human control and intervention, aligning instead with ECEfS’s emphasis on “being with” nature rather than acting upon it (Bonnett, 2021). This critical stance illustrates how sustainability education is not simply about environmental action but about fostering ethical relationships and reflexivity, which is core to the ECEfS philosophy (Davis, 2015). 
This experience challenged my own assumptions as a practitioner. Initially, I had planned structured learning activities around the pond, yet I was reminded that sustainability education demands responsiveness, flexibility and in the moment planning—adapting pedagogy to the environment’s needs and the children’s ethical instincts (Learning Journals, 2021). This reflects the idea that early childhood education for sustainability should be co-created through democratic participation and ongoing reflective practice, rather than following rigid, predetermined plans. These reflections highlight the tensions inherent in early years settings, such as balancing curriculum demands with the need for pedagogical flexibility (Luff and Webster, 2014). An unexpected yet enriching shift occurred when a quiet moment observing a single pollinator led us to explore bees. This opened a rich new avenue for inquiry. The children’s learning became multidimensional, encompassing scientific observation and sensory engagement such as honey tasting. Bascopé et al. (2019) highlight that such experiential, project-based approaches are essential for cultivating young children’s sustainability competencies, including critical thinking and empathy (Bascopé, Perasso and Reiss, 2019). While the focus of our work was hyper-local (exploring nearby green spaces and wildlife), there is scope to connect such experiences to broader themes of global citizenship. For instance, discussions around bees can lead to learning about global food systems and humans' reliance on nature (Saunders et al., 2018). However, without practitioner scaffolding, such links may be missed, and sustainability education may remain too environmentally focused rather than fostering empathy, critical thinking, and an awareness of wider social issues. 
Throughout this module, bees have become a powerful metaphor for sustainability. Their delicate balance of giving and taking has sparked deep reflection. In a society that often glorifies relentless busyness (Rosa, 2003), bees embody a more sustainable way of living—one that is purposeful, balanced, and regenerative. This insight has strengthened my conviction that sustainability education must be grounded in respect for all living beings and the planet (Robin Wall Kimmerer, 2013). Crucially, these experiences were inclusive and accessible, allowing children to engage in ways that suited their interests and abilities. Some expressed their learning through writing and research, others through hands-on tasks like honey extraction, and many through play and storytelling.
This diversity reflects the Welsh Government’s Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which advocates experiential, cross-disciplinary learning and emphasizes well-being, citizenship, and environmental awareness as integrated educational goals. It also aligns with contemporary guidance on embedding sustainability holistically across learning experiences rather than treating it as a standalone topic (Gamage, Ekanayake and Dehideniya, 2022). From a pedagogical standpoint, this journey has profoundly transformed my practice. It has reinforced my belief in child-led learning, highlighted the importance of flexibility, and deepened my understanding of Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) as a lifelong commitment. Sustainability is not simply a topic to be taught; it is a way of being that educators model through their choices, the questions they pose, and the respect they show—not only for the natural world but also for children’s rights, as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), to be heard and valued as active participants in their own learning (CYPCS, 2006). Moving forward, I intend to embed these lessons by planning ecologically sensitive experiences. I will also prioritize the importance of pausing and observing, allowing both myself and the children to experience nature not merely as a resource, but as a co-inhabitant and teacher. The John Muir Award, with its focus on discovery, exploration, conservation, and sharing (John Muir Trust, 2025), aligns closely with the core values of Education for Sustainability (ECEfS). Its activities—ranging from pond observation and wildlife protection to bee exploration and the study of flora—reflect the pedagogical principles championed by Froebel, Dewey, and Steiner. For instance, Froebel’s philosophy highlights the interconnectedness of all living things and the importance of nature-based play for holistic development (FROEBEL TRUST, 2022). Dewey advocated experiential, inquiry-led learning rooted in authentic contexts (Main, 2023), while Steiner similarly encouraged hands-on engagement with the environment, nurturing imagination, well-being, and ecological awareness (Hargraves, 2020). These educational philosophies closely align with the principles of the John Muir Award. While the Award is traditionally designed for older children, this project has demonstrated how its emphasis on conservation, exploration, and sustainability can be adapted for early years settings. This might include sensory exploration, short nature walks, and guided storytelling in place of formal conservation tasks.
To make these adaptations effective, practitioners can foster curiosity through open-ended questions tailored to young children’s developmental stages, promoting inquiry-led and play-based learning. By offering shorter, flexible sessions that match toddlers’ attention spans, these experiences remain engaging and inclusive. Additionally, collaboration with Award providers and targeted professional development can help balance the Award’s core values with the unique needs of early childhood education.

 However, formal recognition schemes are not always accessible or appropriate for this age group, and greater thought is needed about how such experiences can be scaled without compromising play and inquiry (Education Scotland, 2025). These experiences provided sensory-rich opportunities for young learners to build meaningful attachments to their local environments, fostering ethical connections to nature. Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) relies on experiential practices that support children in developing a sense of place through meaningful, authentic encounters with their environment (Tulloch et al., 2023; Bhagwanji, 2016). 
Furthermore, through drawing, writing, storytelling, and imaginative play, the children have been able to express their understanding in rich and meaningful ways. These approaches align with sustainability education frameworks that emphasize critical thinking, emotional engagement, and learner agency (UNESCO, 2020), and resonate with the Curriculum for Wales’ emphasis on ethical, informed citizenship developed through holistic pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2020). 
Moreover, the John Muir Award connects practical environmental action to broader policy and sustainability agendas. In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2025) mandates public bodies to promote a resilient and equitable society—principles reflected in the conservation and stewardship actions undertaken by children. The project also contributed to several UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, 2025), notably Life on Land (Goal 15) (United Nations, 2023), Good Health and Well-being (Goal 3) (United Nations, 2025a), and Quality Education (Goal 4) (United Nations, n.d.). These connections highlight how local environmental engagement can serve as a meaningful bridge to global sustainability efforts. However, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations. There is a risk that initiatives like this may become tokenistic “tick-box” exercises, prioritizing award completion over genuine, deep engagement. Wals and Lenglet (2016) caution that sustainability education must move beyond predefined tasks to support transformative learning grounded in shared inquiry and ethical reflection. In this context, the John Muir Award experience illustrates how core ECEfS principles—such as child-led exploration, reflective practice, and connection to nature can be meaningfully embedded in practice. The emphasis on observation, care, and creativity empowers children to become responsible, empathetic learners who could make a positive impact on their immediate environment. Central to this process is the practitioner’s role in thoughtfully facilitating experiences, documenting children’s responses, and engaging in critical reflection to deepen both child and adult learning. Recognising the powerful role early education plays in shaping attitudes and behaviours, it becomes clear that these small, everyday interactions are part of a much larger picture. The growing urgency of climate change, biodiversity loss, and social inequities compels a re-examination of early childhood education and care through the lens of sustainability (Ganesh, 2008). Early years settings are increasingly seen not only as foundational learning environments but also as critical spaces for nurturing environmental responsibility, ethical citizenship, and sustainable mindsets (Davis, 2010).
 However, though progress has been made, integrating sustainability into early years education often remains fragmented and superficial (Hamatsu, 2024). Encouragingly, this is beginning to shift with the rise of ECEfS frameworks that prioritise holistic pedagogies and approaches that recognise young children as competent citizens capable of contributing meaningfully to their communities and environments (Davis and Elliott, 2014). The Curriculum for Wales (2022) embodies this shift by embedding sustainability into its four purposes to nurture ethical, informed citizens. Research supports that as a result sustainability is effectively embedded through nature-based learning, child-led inquiry, and hands-on experiences (Weldemariam et al., 2017). 
Recent years have also seen a growing movement to integrate sustainability education into early years practice, with programmes such as Forest School, Eco-Schools, and the John Muir Award providing accessible, experience-based frameworks that foster environmental stewardship and social responsibility. In frameworks such as these children learn not only ecological facts but also ethical decision-making and collective responsibility (UNESCO, 2024). However, limitations persist. Many programs emphasize environmental actions while neglecting social and economic sustainability dimensions. For instance, Hedefalk, Almqvist, and Östman (2014) warn that early year's sustainability education risks becoming activity-based rather than fostering critical thinking and ethical awareness (Hedefalk, Almqvist and Östman, 2014). Practitioner confidence and clarity are also concerns. Somerville and Williams (2020) note that while educators are enthusiastic about sustainability, they often struggle to integrate it with curriculum demands or address complex global topics sensitively, highlighting a need for improved professional development. (Somerville and Williams, 2015) Structural inequalities further complicate access to sustainability-rich learning environments. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds may lack green space access, reinforcing educational and environmental injustice (Born, 2017). Without addressing these disparities, ECEfS risks exclusionary practices, undermining equity goals. Addressing such disparities is essential to ensure equity within Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS). In recognition of this, international policies are increasingly highlighting the vital role early childhood education and care play in advancing sustainability. The foundation of contemporary sustainability education traces back to the 1987 Brundtland Report, which first articulated sustainable development as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Brundtland, 1987). This global vision was further advanced at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, where education was recognized as a critical tool for achieving sustainable development (United Nations, n.d.). These landmark events have shaped international commitments and policy frameworks, underscoring the vital role of early childhood education in fostering environmental stewardship, social equity, and long-term well-being. Similarly, Wales’ Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) legally mandates action towards resilience and equity, providing a strong policy foundation requiring robust local implementation (Welsh Government, 2020). Furthermore, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially Goal 4.7, emphasize education’s role in promoting sustainable lifestyles and global citizenship (UNESCO, 2018). While UNESCO (2020) advocates embedding quality Education for Sustainable Development centrally within curricula, moving beyond optional add-ons to transformative pedagogies that challenge norms and invite meaningful dialogue about the future (United Nations, 2022). 


[bookmark: _Int_IiOFmBj5]Looking ahead, sustainability education in early years must be reframed as a moral imperative. Educators need support to adopt critical pedagogies promoting inquiry and ethical reflection, with the voice of the child at its center. This approach aligns closely with the core principles of early childhood education, fostering a sense of responsibility, interconnectedness, and respect for the natural world. By understanding and valuing children’s lived experiences, educators can better nurture sustainable mindsets that not only support environmental stewardship but also social justice and well-being, thereby embedding sustainability holistically within early childhood philosophy and practice.

In conclusion, Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS) represents a vital framework for cultivating young children’s understanding of and commitment to environmental and social well-being. Grounded in child-centered, inquiry-based pedagogy, ECEfS fosters key competencies such as ethical awareness and empathy, moving beyond surface-level environmental knowledge.
Despite ongoing challenges—such as limited practitioner confidence, curriculum pressures, and unequal access to natural spaces—there is growing recognition of the essential role early years settings play in nurturing sustainable mindsets. This is reflected in international policy frameworks, including the UN Sustainable Development Goals, and national legislation like Wales’ Well-being of Future Generations Act, which emphasize education as a driver of sustainable and equitable futures.
For sustainability education to be effective, educators must engage in reflective, flexible practices that centre children’s voices and experiences, integrating social justice alongside environmental concerns. When approached holistically, sustainability education in early childhood supports the development of responsible, compassionate citizens capable of meaningful action within their communities and beyond. Embedding these principles is therefore a critical step towards ensuring education contributes to a just and sustainable world.
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