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My Reflection on Transforming My Garden for the John Muir Award
Participating in the John Muir Award has been transformative, particularly in terms of restoring and redesigning my garden. As a result, my appreciation of nature has grown, as well as my knowledge of sustainability and wildlife conservation. 

Discovering My Garden's Potential 
I have worked hard to transform an overgrown, unruly area of land into a haven for nature and Biodiversity. The first step was understanding the plant life and wildlife required in depth research. I sourced natural plants that support local wildlife and flourish with little care. This important discovery demonstrated the adaptability of native species and their function in a healthy and sustainable environment.

Sustainability in Real Life 
Research on sustainability provided inspiration. I used natural fertilisers for example fish tank water, and composted kitchen waste for example fruit and vegetable peelings, as well as eggshells as part of my sustainable gardening efforts. These methods, which were in line with the ideas of sustainable agriculture, not only improved the condition of the soil but also minimised the need for chemical fertilisers. 
The importance of conserving water was one other important lesson I learnt. I was able to make effective use of the natural water resources by implementing a rainwater gathering bucket. This solution lessened my reliance on city water and demonstrated the significance of sustainable methods of water management in general. 
I have also learnt the importance of horticulture, and built several raised vegetable beds using recycled wood, to contribute to using renewable sources of fruits and vegetables within my family home.

Improving Biodiversity 
My project's main goal was to create a garden that is friendly to wildlife. I selected an assortment of locally grown blooming plants to attract pollinators such as butterflies and bees. My garden became a dynamic environment when I sourced a recycled birdbath found at tip treasures in Llansamlet, and made many bird feeders made from recycled materials, which are attracting a variety of bird species and squirrels to my garden. I also made and implemented bug houses, bee baths and a bird house to promote and attract different species to my garden.
To accommodate aquatic plants and animals, I also constructed a small pond. This addition has improved the overall biological balance in addition to giving fish, frogs, and insects a place to live. I discovered that local biodiversity can be greatly impacted by even very small amounts of water.

Preservation Efforts 
It was just as vital to preserve the current natural features as it was to introduce new ones. Mature trees, reeds and shrubs provide habitats for a variety of species, so I did not disrupt them. Rather, I concentrated on improving these places by getting rid of invasive plants and introducing local ones instead.
Creating a compost heap, which recycled garden waste and supplied plants with nutrient-rich compost, was another significant conservation effort. This continuous system promoted soil health and decreased waste, which are two characteristics of sustainability.

Reflecting on Sustainability 
This project has had a significant impact on how I view sustainability. I have learned to recognise that even seemingly small individual acts can add up to have significant impacts to the environment. I learned the value of preserving ecological balance and the interconnected nature of ecosystems through the hands-on project of redesigning my garden.
I discovered that sustainability involves both proactive interaction with nature and conservation through the John Muir Award. It involves making conscious choices that are good for the environment, such choosing local plants, conserving natural water therefore using less water, and using fewer chemicals. I have learnt that in order to address more significant environmental issues like habitat loss, climate change, and biodiversity decrease, these actions are essential.

Additional Resources
I used materials from many environmental organisations to help me with my efforts in transforming my garden in a sustainable way. Regarding sustainable gardening techniques, the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) offered insightful information. The Wildlife Trusts provided advice on designing areas that are wildlife-friendly, stressing the value of native plants and their natural environments.
Furthermore, the John Muir Trust's literature emphasised the more general concepts of sustainability and conservation. These tools were helpful in guiding my project and making sure that the changes I made to my garden followed best practices for the environment.

Conclusion
To conclude, I would say that transforming my garden in preparation for the John Muir Award has been a fulfilling and eye-opening experience. It has reinforced the significance of wildlife conservation and sustainability—not only in theory, but also with real-world, hands-on initiatives. Along with improving my garden, this adventure has strengthened my desire to save and maintain nature in other areas for example areas in the school I work at, and hopefully provide the same kinds of lessons I have learnt for the children I teach.


















A Critical Review of my Garden Transformation Project for Sustainability in Early Childhood Education 
As part of the John Muir Award, I have transformed a garden with an emphasis on wildlife preservation and sustainability. This was a significant opportunity to consider how early childhood education on sustainability may be supported by such beneficial, outdoors initiatives. Using relevant frameworks, guidelines, and research articles as a foundation, this evaluation will examine how the project linked to early years theory and pedagogy, specifically the concepts of hands-on learning, real-world interaction, and engaging with the natural world.
The integration of action with the primary objectives of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, and Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) will also be discussed along with potential barriers and points of criticism. 

Connecting Pedagogy and Theory for Early Years a Garden Project

Friedrich Froebel's Theory of Education: The kindergarten movement's creator
Friedrich Froebel, highlighted the value of play and outdoor learning experiences for young children. According to Froebel, toddlers learn best when they interact directly with the world around them, which stimulates their sense of wonder and curiosity (Teichert and Helbig, 2024; Aisyah, Harun and Rohman, 2023; Lilley, 1967).
McNair and Powell (2021), Tovey (2016), and Conkbayir and Pascal (2014) agree and discuss how Froebel's concept could be closely linked with a garden project, as it can offer children an engaging and hands-on environment to investigate wildlife, plants, and processes in the environment. Planting seeds, monitoring growth, and learning to comprehend life cycles are a few examples of activities that can directly involve children in fun, hands-on learning that creates a strong bond with nature (Cosco, et al., 2022; Hong et al., 2020).

Dewey's Theory of Experiential Education: 
Aubrey and Riley (2022), Cunningham and Breault (2022) and Won and Bruce (2021) suggest that the value of learning through hands-on activities and active engagement is emphasised by John Dewey's experiential learning concept (Dewey, 1938). They discuss how a garden transformation project can give children a real-life experience and task to use their understanding and skills, putting Dewey's theory into practice. 
According to Hirscher et al. (2024), Aubrey and Riley (2022) and Caiman, Hedefalk and Ottander (2022) Dewey suggest, learning objectives should be influenced by children's' interests and related to their everyday experiences. They imply that a garden project could help children develop a more in-depth understanding of sustainability ideas through involving them in real gardening tasks like composting, water conservation, and habitat creation, this can help to make learning interesting and ecologically relevant.
 
The Reggio Emilia Method: 
According to Edwards, Gandini, and Forman (1998), the Reggio Emilia approach sees the environment as a "third teacher," highlighting the significance of developing rich, engaging learning environments. Yufiarti et al. (2022), Kölz (2022) Aubrey and Riley (2022) and Brown (2020) agree and discuss that this idea is put into practice by a task such as a garden project, which turns the outdoor area into an exciting environment where children can explore and learn at their own pace. They imply that this approach acknowledges the influence of the environment on the development of learning experiences while promoting child-led exploration. They believe that children's innate curiosity drives them to explore in the garden, which transforms into a living experiment that encourages creativity and problem-solving abilities. 

Fundamentals of Global Citizenship and Sustainable Development Education 
Thinking Creatively and Reflecting: 
Caiman, Hedefalk and Ottander (2022), Kölz (2022) and Corbolino et al. (2020) suggest that several opportunities for observation and creative thinking are provided by a garden project, which is essential to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). They believe that children are encouraged to think imaginatively about how to optimise resources and enhance biodiversity by designing and managing a sustainable garden, which calls for creative problem-solving and adaptability. 
Chapman and O’Gorman (2022) and Hussain et al. (2024) imply that children who engage in reflective activities, such as writing in a journal, talking about their discoveries, and looking at the effects their actions have, are better able to think critically and get an in-depth understanding of sustainability. This is in line with the ESD's emphasis on developing learners who are critical, self-aware, and creative (Sterling, 2010). 

Glover (2023) and Fourie (2022) discusses thematic Integration and Methodological Utilisation: 
a garden project combines the UN SDGs, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, and the ESDGC's major principles into real-world activity. Particular instances consist of: 
• SDG 15 (Life on Land): The initiative contributes to restoration of ecosystems and preservation efforts by establishing a biodiverse garden (United Nations, 2015; Lopez-Villalobos et al., 2022)
• Rainwater collection and composting are two examples of sustainable methods for resource management that support SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) (United Nations, 2015; Lal et al., 2021)
• Wellbeing of Future Generations Act: By encouraging environmental health, community involvement, and multigenerational responsibility, a garden project complies with the Act's objectives (Welsh Government, 2015; Mitchell, 2021). 
Children learn about the concepts of sustainability through hands-on tasks like planting, composting, and building habitats. In addition to teaching environmental concepts, these activities encourage a lifelong dedication to sustainable living by building a sense of duty and responsibility (Greathouse, 2021; Ginsburg and Audley, 2020; Setiawati et al, 2020)



Critiques and Obstacles 

Maintaining a balance of Citizenship and Environmental Goals: 
Nicli, Elsen and Bernhard (2020) and Rusciano, Civero and Scarpato (2020) imply that garden projects have been praised for their effective approach of environmental sustainability but criticized for their possible a lack of representation of the wider social aspects of sustainable development. They discuss how garden initiatives do not directly address the social, economic, or cultural aspects of sustainable development, though they are not always the focus of a garden project, concepts like equitable distribution of resources, economic equity, and diversity in culture are essential to holistic sustainable development. They believe that by specifically including these characteristics, future projects could potentially increase their impact and guarantee a more comprehensive approach to sustainability education (Huckle & Wals, 2015). 

Sustainability and Accessibility: 
These projects' sustainability and accessibility convey another challenge. Although the garden concept was appropriate in my situation, individuals, or communities with limited or a lack of finances or space may find it more difficult to implement. Tharrey et al. (2020) Koay and Dillon (2020) suggest for a greater impact, sustainability education must be inclusive and flexible enough to fit different situations. Community gardens, school partnerships, and resource-sharing campaigns are among approaches that could assist to overcome these obstacles and increase the accessibility of these types of projects (Blanchet-Cohen & Reilly, 2013) 
Long-term involvement and Influence: 
Fors et al. (2021) Jahrl, Moschitz and Cavin (2021) implies that another area that needs critique is maintaining long-term involvement and impact. They suggest that although an initial transformation of a garden would be successful, landscape maintenance and assuring the area's continued educational benefit requires constant effort and dedication. This difficulty emphasises how crucial it is to include sustainability in the curriculum and encourage all to practise caring for the environment (Tilbury, 1995). Creating a long-term maintenance schedule and involving the community in gardening management could assist in maintaining participation and guarantee a garden's ongoing educational usefulness. 

Policy Context and Educational Frameworks
John Muir Award’s Principles: 
Principles of the John Muir Award: 
The four main objectives of the John Muir Award are to discover, explore, conserve, and share. These ideas, which promote experiential learning, application in everyday life, and a close connection with the natural environment, are highly compatible with early childhood pedagogy (Kunz, 2023; Bayer and Finley, 2022; Krasny, 2020).
By providing children a place for investigation and discovery, encouraging preservation through sustainable practices, and exchanging experiences through meaningful discussion and community involvement, a garden project reflected these objectives (Truong, Gray and Ward, 2022; John Muir Trust, 2021; Skelton et al., 2020)

A Curriculum for Excellence
Learning for Sustainability (LfS), which aims to improve learners' capacity to think critically about complex sustainability challenges and act responsibly, is emphasised in Scotland's Curriculum for Excellence (Education Scotland, 2019). By providing a hands-on, multidisciplinary learning opportunity that combines environmental awareness with individual development and community engagement, a garden project adheres to LfS (Anastasiadou, Moate and Heikkinen, 2022; Hardley, Gray and McQuillan, 2021; Angier, 2020).


Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS): 
Foundation for Early Years 
The Department for Education (2017) states that outdoor education and discovery are crucial elements of the Early Years Foundation Stage framework in England. According to Padayichie (2022), Woodfield et al. (2022), and Little (2020) close involvement with nature, can help children develop physical, cognitive, and social abilities in a rich and engaging environment that aligns with the EYFS principles. This garden project promotes these aims.

Linking Theory to Practice
Hands-on Learning and Real Situations: 
Bergan et al., (2021), Soltero et al. (2021) and Kim et al. (2020) suggest that a garden project is a prime example of engaging with real-world circumstances and hands-on learning, which are fundamental principles of early childhood education theories. They discuss along with Conkbayir and Pascal (2014), how children might participate in planting, watering, and monitoring wildlife in the garden, all of which fit into Froebel's idea of using play as a teaching tool. The project's practical, problem-solving components such as building compost systems and pollinator habitats reflect Dewey's emphasis on experiential learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2022).
Learning in Nature and Reconnecting with the Non-Human World:
Johnstone et al. (2022) Sari et al. (2022) and Tobroni et al. (2022) imply that two further important aspects of the project that helped promote environmental responsibility are learning in nature and restoring a connection with other species. They explain how children's feeling of identity and respect for biodiversity can be enhanced by time spent outside and engaging with wildlife and the natural environment. This is consistent with current research showing how nature-based learning promotes children' cognitive, emotional, and physical development (Louv, 2008).

Sense of Place and Environmental Identity 
Faccioli et al. (2020), Trott (2020) and Kraftl (2020) discuss that one important result of a garden project is the development of a sense of place and environmental identity. They suggest that establishing a link between children and their local surroundings can improve their attitudes and actions related to the environment (Chawla, 1998). Children may reinforce their role as environmentally conscious citizens by actively participating in a garden's project and developing a sense of pride and responsibility towards their local environment.

Imaginative and reflective thinking:
A garden project can give children time for investigation and imaginative ideas, two crucial aspects of education for global citizenship and sustainable development (ESDGC) (Glover, 2023; Tinney, 2020). Constructing sustainable garden elements require creative problem-solving, and reflective approaches which can assist children in thinking about the wider picture of the decisions they make. This is in line with the ESDGC's principles which prioritise reflective learning, systemic knowledge, and critical thinking (UNESCO, 2017; Yanniris, 2021; Edwards et al., 2020; Sharma, 2020)

Linking to ESDGC concepts:
A number of ESDGC concepts, such as management of resources, community involvement, and biodiversity, are connected to garden projects. The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, which attempts to enhance Wales's economic, social, environmental, and cultural well-being, is centred around these principles (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Through putting these themes into practice in education through a garden project it can aid in children achieving the overall goals of global citizenship and sustainable development (Tinney, 2023; Tinney, 2020; Sharma, 2020).

Possible Improvement Areas 
Considering Social and Economic Aspects: 
Although a garden project can address environmental sustainability in an effective manner, considering social and economic aspects might enhance its effect. Davis and Elliott (2023) Buckingham, Beaman and Wheldall (2023) argue that community projects may combine environmental objectives with equality concerns like food security and local resilience. In line with the interconnection of sustainable development, this would offer an expanded approach to education on sustainability (UNESCO, 2014).

Collaboration and Participation in the Community: 
Increasing community participation and teamwork could improve the project as well. Involving local groups, parents, and communities in the creation and upkeep of the garden may promote a sense of community responsibility and collaboration. This strategy promotes the growth of social resources and community resilience and is consistent with the core principles of community-based education (Buckingham, Beaman and Wheldall, 2023; Ardoin and Bowers, 2020; Wake and Birdsall, 2016). 

Maintaining Long-Term Involvement: Continuous dedication and support are necessary to guarantee sustained involvement and impact. The educational value and impact might be sustained by creating an organised strategy for a community garden's maintenance, involving it into the larger curriculum, and establishing links with nearby environmental organisations. The quality and depth of sustainability education could also be improved by providing educators with ongoing professional development on sustainability-related themes (Ozturk, 2021; Gamage, 2021; Tilbury, 1995). 
In summary
The John Muir Award project, Garden Transformation, shows how experiential learning in the natural world may help early childhood education for sustainability. A garden project promotes creativity, introspection, and a close connection with nature by providing numerous, hands-on learning experiences that are in line with the educational ideas of Froebel and Dewey. Along with addressing important themes from the UN SDGs, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, and the ESDGC, a garden project also highlights the many advantages of incorporating sustainability into teaching methods. 
However, to truly embrace the holistic character of sustainable development, future projects may be carried out in the community to promote that sustainability education is inclusive and thorough while maintaining a balance between environmental goals and social and economic considerations. This experience has shown how crucial it is to combine theoretical understanding with real-world application to nurture a generation of citizens that care about the environment and the larger community.
Thank you for Listening.
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