[bookmark: _Int_Jgo78zan]Good afternoon everyone. My name is Isabelle and today I will be reflecting on my experience completing part one of the John Muir Award at Ynysdawela Nature Reserve, while critically evaluating how experiences in nature can support Education for Sustainable Development, often referred to as ESD, within early years education.
For part one of the assignment, I explored Ynysdawela Nature Reserve, a woodland and freshwater river environment located on the edge of Brynamman in South Wales. Ynysdawela is made up of a variety of habitats including scrub woodland, grassland and river ecosystems. According to Carmarthenshire County Council (2026), the area was once farmland and former colliery land, but over time natural regeneration has allowed biodiversity to develop across the site. I chose this environment because I wanted to explore a local natural space that demonstrated sustainability and biodiversity in a real and meaningful way. Bonnett (2013) explains that place-based learning is highly valuable within sustainability education because it helps individuals form emotional connections with their local environment and community.
[bookmark: _Int_QG8zev17][bookmark: _Int_hKrvvJkN]As I explored the reserve, I became increasingly aware of the textures, colours and patterns within nature that are often overlooked in everyday life. One of the first things I noticed was the moss growing across rocks and tree trunks beside the river. The moss felt soft, damp and sponge-like, creating thick green layers across the woodland surfaces. The British Ecological Society (2023) highlights that moss is ecologically important because it retains moisture, stabilises soil and provides habitats for insects and microorganisms. I also observed detailed leaf structures and patterns throughout the woodland. Hazel leaves had serrated edges and visible veins which transported nutrients and water through the leaf. In contrast, oak leaves appeared deeply lobed and structured differently to support drainage and photosynthesis. Woodland Trust (2024) explains that leaf structures are shaped through adaptation to environmental conditions including climate, sunlight, and water movement.
[bookmark: _Int_NP6Qbsz0]The river itself proved how landscapes are constantly changing through natural processes. Rounded stones within the riverbed had gradually been shaped through erosion and abrasion caused by flowing water over long periods of time (Environment Agency, 2023). Observing the river reminded me that ecosystems are not fixed environments, but continuously changing systems shaped by water, weather, and biodiversity.
[bookmark: _Int_TpQrN8nT]One of the most memorable parts of the experience was observing tadpoles within shallow pools beside the riverbank. They moved carefully between aquatic plants and sheltered areas, relying on clean water and stable conditions to survive. Amphibians are highly sensitive to pollution and environmental change, making them important indicators of ecosystem health (Amphibian and Reptile Conservation, 2024).
Watching the tadpoles also made me reflect on the fragility of lifecycles within ecosystems. Their transformation from eggs to tadpoles and eventually frogs reflected the interconnectedness between biodiversity, water quality and environmental sustainability (BBC Bitesize, 2024).
Observing the tadpoles changed the way I viewed small ecosystems. Before this experience, I would not normally stop to look closely into shallow water or observe the tiny forms of life beneath the river surface. However, spending time within the woodland encouraged me to slow down and become more aware of the complexity of nature.I also noticed insects, beetles and small organisms living beneath moss, bark and fallen branches. This reinforced the idea that sustainability is not only about protecting large environments but also recognising the importance of smaller interconnected systems.

Louv (2010) refers to society’s growing disconnection from nature as “nature-deficit disorder.” Reflecting on my own experience, I recognised how easily people can overlook the natural world in everyday life. Spending time at Ynysdawela helped rebuild a sense of connection to nature through direct sensory experiences.
This experience also reminded me of childhood outdoor play, where learning happened naturally through curiosity and exploration rather than structured teaching. I found myself slowing down, listening carefully to birdsong, flowing water and movement through the trees. Natural England (2022) suggests that spending time in nature can improve emotional wellbeing, reduce stress and strengthen feelings of environmental connectedness. This made me reflect on the importance of children having regular opportunities to engage with natural environments from an early age.
[bookmark: _Int_9n5GNQIU]These experiences strongly connect to Education for Sustainable Development. The Brundtland Report defined sustainable development as meeting the needs of the present without compromising future generations’ ability to meet their own needs (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). This definition remains central to sustainability education because it promotes responsibility, interdependence, and long-term thinking.
[bookmark: _Int_eD57GaXQ]Global sustainability priorities were later strengthened through the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, which highlighted the importance of environmental protection, education and international cooperation (United Nations, 1992). More recently, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals have continued shaping sustainability education internationally, particularly Goal 4 for Quality Education, Goal 13 for Climate Action, and Goal 15 for Life on Land (United Nations, 2023).

Within Wales, sustainability is strongly embedded within educational policy and curriculum frameworks. The Well-being of Future Generations Act encourages long-term thinking to improve environmental, social, cultural, and economic wellbeing for future generations (Welsh Government, 2015). This links closely to the Curriculum for Wales, which aims to develop ethical and informed citizens capable of contributing positively to their communities and the environment (Welsh Government, 2022).
My experience at Ynysdawela also connected closely to the concept of Cynefin within the Curriculum for Wales. Welsh Government (2020) describes Cynefin as a sense of belonging and connection to place. Exploring a local woodland and river environment strengthened my own sense of connection to the natural world and highlighted how place-based learning can support identity, belonging and environmental responsibility. The concept of Cynefin became particularly meaningful throughout this experience because it encouraged me to reflect on my own relationship with place and community. Being within a local natural environment created a stronger sense of responsibility towards protecting the area and understanding its ecological importance.
This links closely to sustainability education because children who feel emotionally connected to their environments may be more likely to value and care for them in the future. Davis (2015) argues that sustainability education should begin during early childhood because young children are capable of developing empathy, respect and care towards the natural world.
Many early years theorists support nature-based learning. Froebel believed that nature was central to children’s development and that meaningful learning occurs through direct interaction with the environment (Tovey, 2020). This reflected my own experience because learning developed naturally through observation, movement and sensory exploration. Similarly, Montessori emphasised hands-on learning and sensory experiences which encourage independence and exploration (Montessori, 1967). The woodland environment naturally supported multi-sensory learning through sounds, textures, movement, and observation. The Reggio Emilia approach also strongly connects to this experience through the concept of the environment as the “third teacher” (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2011). The woodland environment itself encouraged curiosity, questioning and investigation without relying heavily on structured adult direction. Nature-based learning is also strongly connected to Forest School approaches. Forest School encourages child-led outdoor experiences where children learn through exploration, risk-taking and discovery (Knight, 2013).
[bookmark: _Int_yegIkdR9]During my own experience at Ynysdawela, I recognised how natural environments encourage open-ended learning opportunities. Unlike classroom environments, the woodland constantly changed depending on movement, wildlife, sounds, and weather conditions. For example, observing river movement, wildlife and plant growth encouraged questioning and reflection without formal instruction. Waite (2017) argues that outdoor environments encourage children to become active participants within learning rather than passive recipients of information.
Experiences such as the John Muir Award can therefore support many aspects of Education for Sustainable Development within early years education. One major strength is experiential learning. Education Scotland (2023) suggests that outdoor learning improves engagement, confidence and environmental awareness because children actively explore sustainability through direct experiences rather than simply receiving information. Another important strength is emotional wellbeing and resilience. The Mental Health Foundation (2021) highlights that outdoor experiences can support emotional regulation, reduce anxiety and improve wellbeing. During my own experience, I noticed that the woodland environment created a sense of calmness and reflection. The sounds of birdsong and flowing water felt very different from busy indoor environments. White et al. (2019) found that spending at least two hours per week in nature is associated with improved health and wellbeing. 
Similarly, Chawla (2015) argues that regular contact with nature positively influences children’s emotional development and long-term environmental attitudes. Nature-based learning can also encourage environmental responsibility. The Wildlife Trusts (2019) explain that allowing children to freely explore ecosystems and biodiversity can help develop environmental awareness from an early age.
This supports the long-term aims of sustainability education by encouraging children to protect and value the natural world (UNESCO, 2020). Rautio and Jokinen (2015) also suggest that outdoor learning environments encourage inquiry-based learning and support children’s natural curiosity.
During my own exploration, I learned more through directly observing ecosystems than I would have through reading alone. Seeing erosion shape riverbanks, observing wildlife, and finding plant adaptations made sustainability feel meaningful and relevant.

Kolb (1984) explains that meaningful learning occurs when individuals reflect upon direct experiences and apply this understanding to future situations. This highlights the importance of practical outdoor experiences within sustainability education because children are able to engage emotionally, physically, and intellectually with the environment.
However, although nature-based sustainability education has many benefits, there are also important limitations and challenges.
One major issue is unequal access to natural environments. Davis (2010) explains that not all children have equal opportunities to engage with outdoor learning, particularly those living in urban or disadvantaged communities. Save the Children (2022) also highlights how socioeconomic inequalities can affect access to safe green spaces and outdoor learning opportunities. This creates inequalities within sustainability education because not all children are provided with the same opportunities to connect with nature. Practitioner confidence can also present barriers. Elliot and Davis (2009) argue that some educators may feel uncertain about outdoor learning due to limited training, safety concerns or lack of environmental knowledge.
Learning Through Landscapes (2021) suggests that this can reduce opportunities for meaningful outdoor learning despite curriculum encouragement.
Another important criticism is that sustainability education can sometimes focus too heavily on environmental awareness while overlooking wider issues such as social justice, equality and global citizenship. UNESCO (2020) argues that Education for Sustainable Development should include environmental, social and economic dimensions rather than focusing solely on nature appreciation. It  is also important not to romanticise outdoor learning. Simply taking children outdoors does not automatically create meaningful sustainability education.
Jickling and Wals (2012) argue that sustainability education should encourage critical reflection and questioning rather than simply promoting appreciation of nature. Without skilled facilitation and opportunities for deeper discussion, outdoor experiences may remain superficial rather than transformative. Fiennes et al. (2015) also suggest that schools often face barriers including curriculum pressures, staffing limitations and concerns surrounding safety and risk management.
This demonstrates the importance of ensuring sustainability education is inclusive, accessible and carefully facilitated rather than dependent upon privilege or location.
Despite these limitations, my experience at Ynysdawela demonstrated the powerful role nature can play in supporting curiosity, reflection and environmental understanding.
Observing ecosystems directly allowed me to develop a deeper appreciation for biodiversity, interconnectedness and sustainability in ways that classroom learning alone may not achieve.
Reflecting on this experience helped me understand that sustainability education is most effective when it combines emotional connection, critical thinking and practical experience. The woodland environment encouraged me not only to appreciate nature, but also to think critically about environmental responsibility, conservation and biodiversity.

In conclusion, this experience highlighted how natural environments can support Education for Sustainable Development through practical learning, emotional wellbeing, curiosity, and connection to place.
The woodland and river ecosystem provided opportunities to see lifecycles, habitats, textures, and environmental change firsthand. However, it is also important to recognise that meaningful outdoor learning requires critical reflection, accessibility, and skilled facilitation in order to fully support sustainable education.
Overall, this experience reinforced the importance of helping children build meaningful relationships with nature, not only for environmental awareness today, but for the wellbeing of future generations.
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