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Script for presentation 

 

Part 1 – Reflection of my John Muir Award experience (5 minutes) 

Good afternoon, my name is Kerri McLachlan, student number 2316526. Today I will be 

reflecting on my experience of undertaking the John Muir Award, following which I will 

critically evaluate how awards like this can support the current Early Years approaches 

to sustainability and citizenship education. 

 

When introduced to the John Muir Award, I was keen to get started. Scrapbooking, time 

spent outdoors and a chance to get creative...all my favourite things!  I immediately 

decided on a place to carry out the award, my local park and nature reserve, which I 

have visited regularly for the past thirty years, and is somewhere my family and I love.  

The location and some pictures of the park can be seen in my scrapbook here.  I was 

unsure at first what I would gain from this experience, given that I was familiar with the 

park already, but I soon discovered there was plenty more to learn. 

 

The award requires a lengthy time to be spent in the chosen area, meaning I had more 

time to observe individual parts of it in more depth, rather than taking them all in at 

surface value, as I usually do.  I stopped and focused on specific areas and found that I 

appreciated more fully what each part of the environment could offer, in terms of the 

wildlife that resides there, the atmosphere it provides, and the views it offers.  This 

meant I was able to recall the plants and trees I could name, spot those that I could not, 

and ponder lots of other questions that had never crossed my mind before.  My curiosity 

then drove me to carry out research to fill in all these missing facts, and as you can see 

here, I have researched several species of plants and trees and found out more about 

them. This exercise led me to reflect on the speed at which early years outdoor 

activities are delivered.  Due to time constraints and the pressure to focus on core 
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subjects, our visits to Forest School and other outdoor areas, are sometimes limited to 

an hour or less, and the children have often barely begun to engage in a bug hunt, or 

some digging, when it is suddenly time to tidy up and return to class.  Opportunities for 

discovery and discussion are often lost because of the lack of time allowed. Similarly, 

although I have already spent a long time preparing my scrapbook and researching my 

chosen area, I feel that I need even more time to investigate and to delve deeper into its 

history.  This has motivated me to carry on learning after the award is complete, looking 

for other ways to support and protect my chosen place of interest. Likewise, if children 

are given longer time periods to explore areas that interest them, this will likely throw up 

many questions that they can then research, hence building their knowledge over time. 

 

In addition, visiting my chosen area with a specific purpose in mind, for example to 

study the trees, meant my focus was sharpened and I looked for finer details than I 

would normally.  Thinking about an activity undertaken with Reception children last 

Autumn, I recall that time was tight, as usual, and children were asked to quickly collect 

leaves ready for printing.  The outcome was that nineteen children all arrived back in 

class with a bucketful of identical leaves from one tree.  Admittedly the selection of trees 

in the playground was limited, but I still felt a more specific instruction could have 

sharpened their focus, helping them concentrate on the different leaves available.  A 

better planned introduction to the activity, such as a leaf identification exercise, could 

also have supported them further, making them aware of the different leaves available 

to them. In addition to educating the children on the appearance of different leaves, 

giving more targeted instruction would have led to a better outcome, and this is 

something I will bear in mind when planning future activities.  

 

During my own investigation, spending a prolonged time in one area allowed me to 

witness a special moment that I may have missed if I had rushed by.  I saw a blackbird 

stop and hover mid-air, for a split second, with a small worm in its beak, before darting 

into the middle of a blackberry bush.  I saw the bird dip its head and deposit the worm 
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into a tiny beak below.  The baby blackbird was so still I had not seen it before. The 

adult blackbird flew off, and I immediately became concerned for the baby’s welfare, 

worrying that it had fallen out of the nest and would be in danger from predators.  I 

watched for half an hour afterwards, noting that the baby stayed just under cover on the 

edge of the bush, awaiting the return of its parents.  Meanwhile, I looked online to see 

what I could do to help and discovered that blackbirds naturally undergo a short time 

living at ground level, after fledging, before fully taking flight. They mostly feed from the 

ground in adulthood also – something I would never have known had I not witnessed 

this lovely moment and been inspired to find out more. Providing children with access to 

the outdoors and the chance of seeing similar events to this would result in more natural 

learning opportunities and pose more questions for them to ponder, encouraging their 

enthusiasm for learning. In practice, however, this is not always possible, as 

practitioners are still under pressure from senior leadership to improve reading, writing, 

and mathematical skills.  Outdoor pursuits are sadly one of the first things to disappear 

from the daily schedule, when core subjects need attention.  I do feel, however, that 

more training should be given to practitioners regarding how to utilise the outdoor 

environment for teaching core subjects, and more time given within the daily schedule, 

for outdoor pursuits to occur.   

 

Moving forward, I will look for more opportunities to combine core lessons with outdoor 

learning.  For example, if a Forest School session falls prior to a number lesson, would 

there be a way I could incorporate the number activity into the outdoor area, preventing 

the need to hurriedly pack away and return to the classroom.  Could the children use 

natural objects to practice their counting?  Could they find me three leaves to feed a 

hungry caterpillar? Which of their sticks is the longest or the shortest and can they put 

them in order?  This type of learning would surely be far more attractive than making 

children go inside to count pictures of flowers and twigs on a worksheet and would allow 

them to be taught equally well, whilst they play and enjoy the outdoors. From an 

economic perspective, spending time outdoors and making use of natural resources on 

a regular basis could ultimately lead to less money having to be spent on artificial 
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classroom resources. It could limit the amount of expensive, often plastic items 

purchased over time, reducing the need to replace these when they break and having to 

find a way to dispose of them.  Also, if time is spent outside, classroom lights can be 

turned off to save energy.  

 

Another benefit to undertaking the John Muir Award is the positive effect on my 

wellbeing.  Excitedly anticipating my visits to Babbs Mill each day made me realise how 

much I miss regular outdoor activity. Whether it be through lack of time or lack of energy 

after a long day at work, I often find myself going for two or three weeks with very little 

outdoor time.  My aim is to uphold the habits I have formed during the award duration, 

and to visit a natural site every couple of days as a minimum.  After all, I have no 

excuse when I am so close to such a beautiful park! 

 

Part 2 – Critical evaluation of how experiences such as the John Muir Award 

could support the principles of early childhood education for sustainability and 

citizenship. 

 

Following on from the John Muir Award, I will now consider current approaches to early 

years education for sustainability and citizenship, and how experiences such as the 

John Muir Award can support the principles behind the current curriculum. 

 

Sustainability is defined by the United Nations Brundtland Commission (1987, cited in 

Kono, 2023), as meeting the present need without any compromise to future 

generations being able to meet their needs also.   

 

Whilst participating in the John Muir Award, I explored a natural area without changing 

or damaging it in any way that would affect its use by other people, either now or in the 



  Student No. 2316526 
Module Code: ECEY6005 

Word count: 3844  
 

 5  
 

future.  At the same time, however, I observed ways it could be improved for the benefit 

of other people, for example by removing litter from the environment.   This is an 

example of good citizenship, considering the effect of my actions on other people. The 

Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (EYFS, Department for Education 

(DfE), 2024) states that children will learn to appreciate their own needs and those of 

others, through the supportive relationships they build with adults in the setting.  Little 

guidance is given on how to achieve such relationships, and success would depend on 

the temperament and expertise of the practitioner. By discussing with children how they 

feel and how they perceive their actions will make others feel, practitioners can help 

them make considered and informed choices as to how they respond in various 

situations.  When adults note a child’s mood, it can help to acknowledge that they have 

recognised how the child is feeling, and to also name the emotion, in case the child is 

uncertain of what it is. Throughout the school day, especially at times of transition, it can 

be useful to ask children how they are feeling and perhaps indicate this by placing their 

name or photo on the corresponding emotion picture.  This will help them to become 

familiar with their feelings and to use this knowledge to anticipate situations that may 

make them feel uncomfortable in the future, based on their previous experiences. When 

children understand their own feelings, they are more likely to recognise the same 

feelings in other people, making them more empathetic to people around them 

(Soliman, 2021). This is a valuable quality to have, when trying to show good 

citizenship. Cliffe and Solvason (2020) believe that if emotions are downplayed or 

disregarded on a regular basis, this results in children feeling either silenced or 

privileged in the early years environment. Demonstrating empathy can help to alleviate 

this, and practitioners are ideal role models in doing so. Acknowledging the child’s 

emotions lets them know they have been seen and are valued and shows they have not 

been overlooked or ignored. 

 

During completion of the John Muir challenge, I recognised the positive effects it had on 

my wellbeing. This links with Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015, 

SDG3), which aims to promote good health and wellbeing for all individuals. The EYFS 
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(DfE, 2024) refers to many aspects of good health throughout the various areas of 

learning.  Personal, social and emotional learning promotes children being healthy by 

expressing their feelings and looking after their bodies, whilst physical development 

focuses on building motor skills and core strength, both of which result in children 

having good socio-emotional development and wellbeing.  Expressive art and design 

enables children to express their emotions and feelings through various methods, such 

as art, dance, and movement, helping them interpret what they have observed.  Article 

12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) requires 

children’s views to be respected and as such, when children express themselves 

through different art forms, adults should show interest in what they are saying and 

doing as this provides an insight into the child’s interests and what they consider 

important.  In addition to the obvious health benefits of being outdoors, for example 

walking for exercise, my experience of the John Muir Award helped me to slow down 

and appreciate the smaller details in the environment, meaning that not only was I 

learning something new, but for a short time, I was distracted from the pressures of 

daily life.  I was inspired to express what I had seen, felt, and heard through different art 

processes, as mentioned by Steiner, (1894, cited in Sakr, 2019) and you will see from 

my scrapbook that I used drawing, texture rubbing and photographs to interpret what I 

had observed, and to record it for other people to explore.  Expressing what they 

observe through various art forms helps children to appreciate and recognise culture 

(Kingdon and Gasper, 2020), and in practice there are many resources that settings can 

provide to facilitate this expression.  For example, role-play items representing different 

cultures; this could be dressing up clothes, items from around the home or artefacts that 

may relate to different cultures and religions.  The role of the adult is to provide 

resources, discuss with children what they have observed, and talk about how they 

have represented this, giving the child a chance to explain their thinking.  This process 

can deepen the practitioner’s understanding of the child and their life experiences to 

date and assist in deciding what future resources can be selected to further the child’s 

learning. Furthermore, natural resources discovered by children can be used to make 

transient artwork or for printing shapes and patterns. According to Early Excellence 

(2025), transient art can give children a sense of control over their surroundings and 
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can support them in making decisions, problem solving, and expressing their ideas.   

These skills display the ability to create and think critically, as mentioned within the 

characteristics of effective learning (DfE, 2024). It also gives the child a chance to 

verbalise their experience, building their communication skills and vocabulary. Moula, 

Walsh and Lee (2023) state that children from deprived areas are significantly less likely 

to have access to nature than children from more affluent areas.  In our position as early 

years educators, we can help narrow this inequity, by providing all children with natural 

resources to explore, and giving them regular access to outside areas, either within the 

setting, or by visiting other places, such as farms and parks, as per UN (2015, SDG10) 

and in accordance with the EYFS (DfE, 2024), which seeks to provide equal opportunity 

for all. Looking at the EYFS (DfE, 2024), the most obvious areas of learning concerned 

with sustainability and citizenship are Personal Social and Emotional Development and 

Knowledge and Understanding of the World.  An award such as the John Muir Award 

encourages participants to explore their surroundings to make sense of the world 

around them, both of which are key points in the Knowledge and Understanding section.  

In practice, this can be encouraged by taking children on visits to farms, museums and 

other places of interest, broadening their knowledge of the surrounding area, or simply 

by allowing them longer periods of time to explore natural areas within the grounds of 

their setting.  Whilst not a specific requirement of the John Muir experience, children’s 

personal, social and emotional development, together with their communication skills, 

can be further developed by engaging in conversations with farmers, police officers, 

firefighters and other professionals they may meet on such visits.  Through visits to 

various places of interest, the children will be exposed to new vocabulary, which they 

can then learn to use in different contexts, and which will help them become more 

confident readers, linking to the Communication and Language aspect of the curriculum 

(DfE, 2024).  The knowledge gained from such visits acts as a starting point for 

discussions around sustainability and gives the children some context within which to 

explore these issues, being able to discuss ecocentric or posthumanist approaches at a 

basic level. More recent initiatives such as National Insect Week (Royal Entomological 

Society, 2025), and National Tree Week (Tree Council, 2025) can also provide sources 

of inspiration for teaching children about sustainability.  Do the children know the 
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lifecycles of common creatures, on whom we depend?  Are they aware that our use of 

paper affects how many trees are felled? As children learn so rapidly between the ages 

of zero to five, early years practitioners must be confident in sowing the seeds of 

knowledge needed for the formation of lifelong sustainable habits (King, 2025).   

 

Considering the provision of educational outings through a sustainability lens, however, 

the cost of travelling to outside attractions and the emissions from the fuel this will use, 

may render it more economical and sustainable to utilise school settings and adapt 

them to include as many natural features as possible.   Several of the Sustainable 

Development Goals (UN, 2015), including SDG13, SDG14 and SDG15, call for more 

sustainable use of the earth’s resources.  These goals were originally intended to be 

achieved by 2030.  Although this now seems very unlikely, it is important that we 

educate the children in our care about sustainability, as they may go on to address 

these issues and perhaps provide solutions.  Altering the outdoor environment will, of 

course, depend on school budgets or any fundraising attempts being sufficient to 

purchase the resources needed.  To remedy this, requests can be made to parents, 

carers, and local businesses to provide any unneeded equipment they can spare.  For 

example, used tyres make good planters for flowers, or leftover timber can be used to 

build seating or raised vegetable beds.  In doing so, the reduce, re-use and re-cycle 

mentality is being followed, elements of which some children will be familiar with from 

their home environment (Faridy and Rohendi, 2021), preventing the need to always 

purchase new equipment, and supporting the wider goal of responsible consumption 

and production (UN, 2015, SDG12).   In addition, the services of any green-fingered 

staff or parents could be enlisted, giving them a purposeful role in the children’s 

education, and enabling the children to learn from their guidance.  Activities such as 

those mentioned follow the approach of Steiner (Steiner, 1894 cited in Sakr, 2019), who 

advocates for support of the natural world and appreciation of community involvement 

and co-operative learning, as does Bronfenbrenner (1979, cited in Harkonen, no date).  

By undertaking such activities children are learning to develop a conscience and a 

sense of responsibility towards their natural environment.  In doing so, they will 
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hopefully maintain these values throughout their life and become the next generation 

who will undertake conservation of areas such as those observed in the John Muir 

Award. 

 

The proposal to travel to a place of interest could make a good starting point for 

discussions around economic viability and the effects of travel on natural environments. 

This exercise would also encourage children’s critical thinking and problem-solving 

skills, both of which are valuable for them to become good citizens, with the ability to 

make sustainable contributions to society (Nuzzaci, Orecchio and Romano, 2024). 

 

Through exploration of new or familiar spaces, as promoted by John Muir, children are 

also able to build skills in physical development, both gross and fine.  They could be 

involved in walking, climbing, jumping or carrying, all of which would improve their gross 

motor skills, or could also be engaged in more compact activities, such as grass picking, 

bug hunting, or collecting natural objects like acorns or stones.  This type of activity 

supports their fine motor skills, preparing them to be more competent writers in the 

future, having the ability to hold pens correctly and control their writing action 

(Montessori, 1907, cited in Adibpour and Hassanvand, 2020). In addition to this, when 

children have opportunities to explore and discover, they are learning about the natural 

world around them and what it is capable of. Theorists such as Dewey (1938, cited in 

Seaman, 2019) discuss the benefits of an experiential approach to learning, where 

history and culture play a part in outdoor learning.  If children are involved in repeated 

experiences over time, led by familiar adults or family members, their experiences will 

remain with them, and they will learn with increasing levels of understanding over time, 

based on their experiences.  Their past experiences may cause them to think differently 

and come up with new solutions to problems. Vare (2021) makes a valid point that 

children are expected to leave secondary school and become fully engaged citizens, 

without having been given opportunities to engage in any student-led, community-based 

activities, enabling them to test out their ideas.  Bearing that in mind, as early years 



  Student No. 2316526 
Module Code: ECEY6005 

Word count: 3844  
 

 10  
 

educators, we must take steps to inform children on sustainability issues, making them 

aware of the challenges they may face as adults and giving them the strategies to deal 

with these problems, such as critical thinking practice, problem solving skills and good 

citizenship qualities. This will hopefully then feed through to secondary education, 

where children may be compelled to stand up for their rights and the rights of others. 

Department for Education (DfE, 2023) state that they and other education professionals 

are responsible for preparing children for the challenges they may face around climate 

change and sustainability, by giving the correct pastoral care, knowledge and skills. This 

document also mentions the importance of children spending time in, and learning from 

nature also, together with the need for them to become actively involved in 

conservation.  These are both elements that align with the John Muir Award, which 

emphasises exploration and conservation of a natural area.  Josephidou and Kemp 

(2022) investigated the similar theory of (Froebel, 1782-1852 cited in Bruce et al, 2024), 

in relation to babies and toddlers in early years. They claim that whilst the potential 

benefits of the outdoors to babies and toddlers are recognised, there is little evidence to 

show that they are being supported to interact with the environment around them.  This 

could be due to safety fears or because outdoor time is more associated with physical 

development than with exploration of nature and the environment. 

 

It can therefore be seen how the John Muir Award and other similar schemes can 

support children’s education for sustainability and citizenship.  Whilst a pleasurable 

undertaking, the John Muir Award could be critiqued for not discussing other aspects of 

sustainability, such as the economic impact.  Whilst it talks about visiting and 

conserving the natural environment, it does not discuss how financially viable these 

improvements are.  However, it does give suggestions for reasonably inexpensive 

conservation projects, such as homemade bird feeders or bug hotels, meaning that 

most children would be able to access an activity such as this. 

 



  Student No. 2316526 
Module Code: ECEY6005 

Word count: 3844  
 

 11  
 

In essence, a version of this award could be carried out at a basic level, with early years 

children, giving them an insight into the world of sustainability and citizenship.  Having 

had the opportunity to complete the John Muir Award has certainly made me look at my 

setting’s practice in an entirely new light and I can already see lots of scope for 

improvement.  Hopefully in sharing my findings, I can encourage others to take part and 

eventually achieve a whole school approach to see us into the future. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to listen to my presentation today.  I hope you enjoyed it 

and that it has provided some food for thought. 
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