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Part 2 – Reflection and Evaluation 
Good morning, my name is Gemma and I am an early year’s practitioner. In this presentation, I am going to reflect on my experience of completing the John Muir Award and explain how it has changed my understanding of sustainability. I will then move on to critically evaluate how experiences like this can support education for sustainability in early years and link my experiences to theory, policy and research.
When I started this project, I chose Llanelli Beach because it has always been somewhere I enjoy visiting. I've been there many times with family and walk my dog there most days, but I had never really looked beyond it being a nice place to walk. I wanted to spend more time there, without needing to rush and take in the sights, smells and learn about the wildlife and do something practical that would benefit the environment. I decided that litter picking would be my conservation activity because I have often noticed rubbish on the beach and wanted to do something positive. 
When I started my litter pick, I was surprised how much rubbish I found, just a short walk along the beach and I was met with plastic bottles, alcohol cans, plastic wrappers, tin foil and other litter that leads me to believe families go down to the beach to enjoy and have picnics but, unfortunately, they leave more than just their footprints in the sand. This made me angry and also sad, why do people think this is ok? then I realised that there is a lack of knowledge as to how dangerous this is to our environment and if we don’t educate our young generations then this will continue to happen, children learn from adults and if they are seeing rubbish being left behind, they will grow up to do the same. The role of the adult here is crucial and it made me realise things must change for our future generations and the planet, starting with us.
Spending time at the beach over a few different days gave me a completely different perspective. Instead of walking straight through as I usually would, I slowed down and paid attention to what was around me. I noticed birds feeding along the shoreline, bees landing on flower to flower, and a large group of baby snails which I have found out is called an escargatoire. I saw different types of seaweed and shells, and how much the landscape changed with the tides. I realised that the beach isn't just somewhere people visit but it is also home to many different species that depend on it for food and shelter.
Not every visit went as I expected. The weather was unpredictable, and on one visit the wind was so strong that it was difficult to stop and observe wildlife for long. The tide also meant that the rockpool areas that I wanted to explore were underwater, so I had to change my plans and visit them when the tide went back out. At first this was frustrating, but I realised that nature doesn't work around us. Instead, we have to adapt to it and learn about it and I think that is an important lesson in itself.
Although I really enjoyed looking for wildlife one of the challenges was identifying what some of them were. I recognised common birds like seagulls and swans, insects like bees and ladybirds but there were other species that I wasn't confident about. I used identification guides to help me, but it reminded me that learning about nature is an ongoing process. I don't think I needed to know the name of every plant or the name of the all the wildlife to appreciate it, but it did encourage me to be more curious and to keep on with my own learning.
The conservation part of my project was probably the most rewarding part. During each visit, I collected litter that had been left behind or washed onto the beach. Seeing a cleaner section of beach at the end of each visit made me feel proud that I had made a difference, but at the same time, litter picking also showed me one of the biggest challenges of conservation. Even though I collected a lot of litter, on later visits just days later there was more rubbish in some of the same places. It made me realise that cleaning up is only part of the solution. Unless people stop dropping litter in the first place, the problem will continue. This changed my understanding of sustainability because I realised it isn't just about cleaning up the environment it is about changing attitudes and behaviours.
This experience has made me think differently about my own lifestyle too. I now try to think more carefully about reducing waste, recycling and using less single use plastic, I also try to pass this on to my own children. Before completing the project, I probably wouldn't have noticed that there was so much litter on the beach. Now it stands out to me immediately because I understand the harm it can cause to wildlife and our environment.
As an early year’s practitioner, this project has also made me think about how children learn about sustainability. I believe children can develop a stronger connection with nature when they experience it for themselves as I did. Reading books about wildlife is valuable, but it is very different from standing on a beach in person, listening to the waves, watching birds and insects with their own eyes and discovering shells and seeing the natural beauty first hand not just in a picture. Experiences like these encourage curiosity in a way that classroom learning alone cannot, for example if I saw a picture of a lots of baby snails in a book, I don’t think it would have sparked my curiosity enough to find out what a group of snails is called.
I am now going to move on to my critical reflection.
Sustainability implies using resources in a way that makes them available to people today and in the future. It implies fulfilling our wants without harming the environment or consuming resources faster than they can be renewed. If it is not sustainable, resources are depleted quicker than they are replenished, the ecosystem becomes damaged, and resources are exhausted. We face several environmental challenges today like deforestation, extinction, overfishing and plastic pollution caused by acts that cannot be perpetuated. As a result, it is essential to adopt an eco-friendlier style of life to combat climate change and safeguard the environment (Greenpeace, 2026).
The early childhood years are a perfect time to learn about sustainability, because children are the ones who will take care of our earth in the future. Children who have favourable thoughts about nature from an early age know that everyone has to do their bit to protect the environment (Chawla, 2020). Early years practitioners may do more than just teach children about climate change. They can provide them meaningful activities that help them develop a sense of worth and respect for their environment, such as exploring natural environments, cultivating plants, recycling, and caring for animals.
The Brundtland Report, Our Common Future (united nations,1987) defined sustainable development as ‘development that meets the demands of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to fulfil their own needs’. The idea stems from that report. This theory emphasises the importance of thinking not only about individuals in our own generation but also of how our actions will affect people in the future. As someone who works with small children, I think this starts with setting an example and teaching them early on how to care for the planet and instil habits and beliefs.
The Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 highlighted the need for sustainability. World leaders recognised that education is a fundamental to sustainable development. This commitment also shows up in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). For example, Goal 4: Quality Education promotes education for sustainable development. Other SDGs are Goal 13: Climate Action, Goal 14: Life Below Water, and Goal 15: Life on Land (united nations, 1992). These goals recognise the importance of providing children with the information, skills and opportunities they need to grow into responsible individuals who can contribute to creating a better future for all generations.
There is also a strong connection with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). According to Article 29, children should be taught respect for the natural environment in their education. Article 24 states that every child has the right to the best possible health, including the right to a clean and healthy environment. These rights demonstrate that practitioners working with young children are dedicated to providing them with experiences to help them learn about and care for the world around them. Getting children out into nature and doing small conservation acts like picking up rubbish or taking care of plants helps them learn, but it also helps them grow up to be responsible individuals who understand how vital it is to be environmentally friendly (Unicef, 2020). 
Nature is central to children's learning. Froebel believed children learn through exploration and play (Early Education, 2021) and I can understand why because my own understanding grew by being actively involved rather than just simply reading information or seeing pictures in a book. However, I also recognise that using nature regularly can come with challenges. Some early years settings have limited outdoor space, lack of funding or staff who lack confidence in outdoor learning, weather can also be a challenge if it is too hot, cold or wet. These barriers can make it harder to provide regular experiences in nature (Kiviranta et al; 2024). To help overcome barriers like limited space or funding, settings can utilize localized, accessible environments like local parks and beaches, but practitioners would need further training in outdoor learning. The Froebel Trust provides a vast library of free downloadable resources Training and resources. The trust also offers accredited short courses which they heavily subsidize the tuition fees to make them highly affordable (Frobel Trust, 2025).
Montessori also believed in the importance of caring for the environment and that children became independent through meaningful activities. Being outdoors helps children to concentrate, become independent and develop a sense of community. Activities are firmly grounded on Maria Montessori’s philosophy (Springer,2025). It gets young people involved with nature, not just looking at it from afar. Caring for nature gives children a sense of responsibility and belonging. From my experience litter picking I found that simple acts can help people feel more connected to the things they care about. Activities should also be suited to the age of the children and conducted safely, under adult supervision. Children caring for their environment in the correct way is a perfect example of the Montessori notion of practical life and environmental stewardship (Wildlife trusts, 2019).
John Dewey’s theory is that people learn through experience and reflection which actually reflects how I have learnt during my John Muir award. It would not have made the same impact if someone just told me about coastal habitats or the effects of litter on our beaches. The information was much more significant as I really spent time at Llanelli Beach and saw the consequences for myself which made my learning more meaningful (Schulz, 2025).

While my John Muir Award was on one local beach, it helped me recognise that Education for sustainable Development (ESD) is much more than looking after one spot. A major aim of ESD is to enable people to be engaged citizens who are aware that their decisions can have an impact on local and global communities (UNESCO, 2020). I always thought of litter as something that ruined the look of the beach before I did this project. Now I get it that if I throw a plastic bottle on Llanelli Beach it will end out in the sea, break down into microplastics and impact marine life far away from the coastline where I dropped it. It made me realise that what we do locally affects the world (The ocean cleanup, 2025).

Another essential ambition of ESD is to develop critical thinking, not just to encourage children to accept instructions. Instead of practitioners telling children ‘don’t dump litter’, they could be prompting children to ask questions like “Where does this rubbish go?” or “What might happen if a bird eats this plastic?” Encouraging young children to explore these concerns supports the development of problem-solving abilities and an understanding of the need of making sustainable decisions. Siraj-Blatchford and Pramling-Samuelsson (2016) propose that children should be educated to think critically about environmental issues rather than being told what is right or wrong. Instead of just collecting rubbish, I started thinking about its origins and why people still leave their litter even when they know the repercussions. I found out that it’s not just a case of not enough bins but also human conduct, convenience and lack of understanding.
This strongly relates to Palmer (1998) who proposed a model of environmental education suggesting that effective education for sustainability should include learning about the environment, learning in the environment and for the environment. (Jeronen and Jeronen,2026). I discovered that all three characteristics were there in my John Muir Award. I learned about coastal ecosystems by studying the species I encountered. I learned in the environment, out in nature and I learned by being there. Most of all I learned about the environment through real activity of litter collecting. Looking back, I think it was my experience of these things that made my learning relevant. I don’t think it would have the same impact if I had just read about marine pollution.
But we must also realise that experiences don't automatically lead to sustainable behaviours.
A child can play outside, without necessarily understanding why biodiversity is important, or why habitats should be preserved. Davis (2015) contends that meaningful learning occurs when practitioners foster reflection on children’s experiences and connect these to wider environmental issues. This demonstrates the importance of the role of the practitioner in asking open questions, guiding conversation and empowering children to think critically. Sustainability must be deliberately planned and woven into the routine of the school day and it cannot be assumed that children will be taken outside.
Another ambition of ESD is involvement. Children should be empowered to discuss their thoughts and contribute to solutions rather than adults making all the decisions. Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Participation emphasises that children should be given real opportunities to influence issues that impact them (Childrens ladder of participation, n.d.). In an early year setting this could include children choosing where to put flowers for pollinators, helping to build a bug hotel or finding ways to reduce waste within the environment. Children who are included in decision making are more likely to develop a sense of ownership, responsibility and care for their environment.
Thinking about my own project I discovered that I felt much more connected to Llanelli Beach because I was actively participating in caring for it as opposed to just visiting it. It got me thinking about how important it is for children to feel that they can make a difference. According to Chawla (2020), favourable interactions with nature from childhood make people more likely to care about the environment later in life. “If you give children a list of global problems as a way of presenting sustainability, they may start to feel anxious or powerless.” But when children are encouraged to participate in achievable activities like planting flowers, recycling, caring for wildlife or assisting with a local rubbish pick, they begin to realise that positive change frequently starts with small gestures.
But efforts like the John Muir Award have their limitations. Not all children have equal access to beaches, forests and other natural surroundings. If you live in cities or financial worries you may have less chance to spend time in nature. Some children with specific learning requirements or physical limitations can need adjustments to access outdoor learning. This highlights the need of inclusive practice. Sustainability education should not be dependent on the location of the child or the specific situation. Therefore, practitioners must be inventive in the utilisation of local parks, school grounds, sensory gardens, and community collaborations to allow all children to benefit from meaningful experiences in nature (Davis & Elliott, 2014).
It is an experience that has finally reinforced the idea that sustainability should not be seen as a one-off project . The John Muir Award was a great way to increase my personal knowledge, but change only comes when sustainable values are embedded in everyday life. UNESCO (2020) claims that education for sustainable development should be integrated into all learning, instead than being taught as a distinct subject. Simple everyday routines such as minimising litter, composting, caring for plants, discovering local wildlife and involving children in environmental decision-making help sustainability become part of children’s everyday lives, rather than an occasional activity, in early years settings
My project also aligns to the Curriculum for Wales (2008) which aims to develop learners into ethical, knowledgeable citizens who are mindful of their responsibility to the environment. I think this is a good way to go because sustainability should not be a separate topic but be embedded in everyday learning (Gov Wales, 2008). However, this is dependent on practitioners having the confidence and knowledge to plan meaningful experiences. Without training or assistance, sustainability can quickly become a talking point rather than an actual experience for young children (Davis, J.and Elliott, S. 2023).
The Well-being of Future Generations Wales Act (2015) reminds us that actions we make now will affect future generations. My litter picking mission ended with me learning that even small actions can help protect the environment. Cleaning up one beach will not solve the world’s environmental problems but it is a significant and inspirational starting point for others to rethink their own behaviour. 
The Act was intended to improve the social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of Wales by encouraging everyone to consider the long-term impact of their actions (Welsh Government, 2015). If we don’t act now, future generations will have to deal with increased pollution, loss of biodiversity, ecological damage and the impacts of climate change. These changes in the environment may decrease access to clean air and water, imperil species, and provide challenges for future generations to enjoy and profit from natural regions. The Act states that preventing these problems is better than trying to solve them later on. It promotes people, communities and organisations to work together to build a healthier, more resilient and sustainable Wales (Future Generations Wales, 2025). My time at Llanelli Beach taught me that although my own acts may seem small, they are part of the bigger picture of protecting the environment for the future.
Overall, completing the John Muir Award has been one of the most valuable practical experiences I have had. It has changed the way I look at the natural world and helped me understand that sustainability is about everyday actions as much as global issues. It has also influenced the type of practitioner I want to become. In the future, I want to create opportunities for children to explore nature, ask questions and develop respect for the environment through real experiences. I know there will be challenges, but I also believe those experiences are worth making time for because they help children build a lifelong connection with the world around them.
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