My name is Sophie Dwyer, I am an early year’s practitioner based in Pontypridd and I have been in this role for almost 10 years, in this time, I have become increasingly reliant on using the outdoor environment as an additional educator to make my life a lot easier and this degree, has helped me to understand why.
I revisited a place I love called Bracklesham bay, a beautiful coastal area with an ancient Yew Forest nearby, it is somewhere I have always felt personally connected and have many positive memories of climbing, digging and discovering as a child which inevitably became transferrable skills I use directly as part of my adult life.

I do not live near the coast, and I am aware of the disconnect between our actions day to day and the effect they have on wildlife, our impact on the ocean is something I want to bring to my practice as part of my effort towards conservation of water, a part of life we all take for granted every time we turn on a tap or flush a chain, but is massively under strain.

Figures from Greenpeace inform us that the UK is the highest user of single use plastic per person with a truck load of plastic being dumped into oceans every minute. This will result in there being more plastic in the saes than fish by the time my current class reach my age in 2050.

I will be engaging with the Eco committee in my place of work to cut down on Single use plastics and raising awareness of how this affects al living things, including us humans, and helping children to learn the journey of litter in our town gets into the sea.

this magnificent sea bird has fallen victim to man made pollution is a sobering image, but one I feel is important for children to see in order to visualise how seemingly innocuous objects they will recognise in their own homes, can end up where they don’t belong .


There is an argument to suggest that issues surrounding sustainability are too vast and intricate and fear inducing be discussed ethically with young children (Burke, Sanson and Van Hoorn, 2018), however, developing a connection with nature and allowing children to find their own meaningful way to learn within it is a beneficial step in the direction of sustainability , the foundational understanding through their innocent lens can provide a deeper understanding than it does through an older generation who has missed out on these green experiences in favour of screen time which fits into parents increasingly busy schedules, and therefore does not feel an authentic connection between their immediate actions, surroundings and the wider world, a phenomenon that has been named as ‘Nature Deficit disorder’ (Sullivan, 2006).
Davies (2017) states that Early years education that centres sustainability needn’t be overwhelmingly negative, but can enlighten and empower young children to think critically about power structures and actively seek to problem solve issues that are harming the world they live in.


Inside the shell, there is the whisper of a wave.
Inside a feather, there is the breath of a breeze.
Inside an ember there is a memory of a flame.
Inside a rock there is the murmur of a mountain.
Inside a well there is an echo of a wish.
Inside a seed there is the promise of a flower 
(Foster, 2011)

As I reached the seaside, I felt a the wave of excitement, arriving somewhere special and prime for adventures, but stepping on to the sand, I felt instantly at peace, the sun had dried the sand to a warm, soft powder , the sound of the waves rolling over the rocks was hypnotic, the smell of salt and seaweed, fishy in a pleasant way that only seems to happen by the water filled my nose and I felt like I could breathe more deeply , there were only a few clouds in the sky and I could see for miles ahead of blue sky meeting blue water, shimmering in the sunshine. 
Every one of my senses was engaged, but instead of feeling overwhelmed, I felt an extraordinary sense of calm.

Traditional indoor learning environments are developed to provide sensory input, but Jones Hanley and Riby, (2020) found that the noise, artificial light andbusiness of these environments in an attempt to meets the diverse needs of all it’s learners can adversely affect learners with sensory processing issues. Piller and Ppeiffer also  believe that the environment can enhance of inhibit interaction, and refer to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological development model, where the environment that children exist in  plays an important role in their development, they found that children whose learning environments failed to meet their sensory needs through too much or too little stimulation, did not perform well academically in their future education.
children identified as  ‘sensory seekers’ or a ‘sensory avoiders’, using the Dunn (1999) model of sensory processing, could potentially both have a positive experience in this environment given the choice to engage with it freely. 

Mathematical development
In this calm environment, children take off and begin to collect, sort and order objects into various categories, this demonstrates the approach to development theorised by Piaget, where children display patterns of repeated actions in order to make sense of the world.
Allowing children to work within their schema in the natural environment, meets the curriculums numerical area of learning, creating patterns, exploring shape and size and counting objects as they play and create stunning artworks in the sand.

Pattern recognition
Patterns can also be noticed in naturally occurring ways, the diamond patterns left by the waves, insect larvae who had organically arranged themselves in a circle and footprints left by wildlife. Maths is an area that many adults fear because they struggled with the subject at school themselves, allowing children to get acquainted with numerical concepts n a way that is meaningful and authentic to them will better prepare them for abstract number work later on, (Moffett, 2022). the hands on learning where children are experiencing number through touch, sight and even smell can strengthen neuro pathways and deeply embed their numerical understanding, rather than temporarily memorising sequences in class, this neuroscientific discovery confirms the constructivist theory of learning from Piaget, where children who are learning in a way that is relevant and meaningful to them through play based experiences.

Light and shadow become more vivid and dynamic outside where there are plenty of opportunities to explore how the sun moves at the beach and amongst the trees, enabling adults can help children to notice how the sun in the sky changes the behaviour of shadows and relate this to early time telling skills.

Life cycles
Evidence of wildlife, alive and dead promote curiosity which can lead to scientific enquiry. The discovery of cuttlefish bones made for really interesting discussion as to what it could be, a dinosaur tooth, a beak, a sword were some of the ideas, but even on discovery that it used to be a squid like creature who makes a nice treat for pet budgies doesn’t seem to disappoint, this particular bone did end up as a knife.
Glackin, (2016). Collected data to show this type of interaction  can deepen cognitive, social and behavioural understandings and scientific skills by immersing children in the concepts they are learning to fulfil this curriculum criteria.

Literacy and oracy development
There are fungi to discover and discuss and this interesting scientific topic usually ends up drifting into the realm of make believe, where imaginations run wild and children’s literacy and verbal skills fire up. Young minds who have yet to be bogged down with more practical thoughts, seem to be more able to anthropomorphise rocks and trees and find characters and develop narratives for them, helping them to empathise with nature and connect with it as a living entity, not something we simply live on (Conrad, 2015).

Physical play
the variety of terrains, and natural structures that are readily available when exploring the outdoor environments mean that there is plenty of opportunity to develop physical skills. Children will be engaging all their muscles to navigate uneven surfaces, jump on and off stones and stumps, hang and climb off trees and increase stamina, lung capacity and core strength through the guise of having fun (Coates and Wilson, 2019).
Malıyok (2015) adds another positive to the list of outdoor play benefits, her research found that children who had opportunities to play freely outdoors, had more opportunities to manage risk and improve their risk management and problem solving skills to become safer, more capable and have better judgment when playing outdoors, as these skills develop with age and practice, so does their wellbeing, both physical and psychological and their confidence, which affects their self-esteem and self-efficacy across all areas of development.

Real Magic and Environmental awareness

"Take time to hear the birds sing, and see the flowers grow.​
Life will be a lot more fun, if only we go slow..." ​
(Josie Whitehead)

In the woods near the beach, we were able to explore the Yew forest and how the environment has adapted to live in harmony with enormous ancient trees and how spaces that look like nothing is growing is actually teaming with life.
Dankiw et al. (2020) provide research that states unstructured, nature based play has a positive effect on physical, cognitive ad behavioural development, and research from Hirst (2017) shows that children who are authentically engaged in their learning where sustainability is embedded into all areas of learning, had their educational and wellbeing needs met as a result, which makes the rich and ever evolving natural landscapes an invaluable ‘third teacher’ to help learners make progress across all areas of development, as utilised by the Reggio Emilia curriculum that gives children autonomy over their own learning by providing access to an environment that is abundant in interest and learning resources that inspire children to explore and engage with their surroundings (National Quality Standard, 2018).

I hope you have enjoyed sharing my scrapbook as much as I enjoyed making it, the research into embedding sustainability into Early Years practice and the holistic benefits it can have on young learners, and the enabling adults who get to work alongside them is hopeful, and I feel proud to be a part of the progress that I believe will improve the health and wellbeing outcomes of the families I work with, and the incredible planet that we share .

Thank you for listening.
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