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Part 2 
Good afternoon, my name is Bobbie‑Jayne Rees. The aim of my presentation is to share my John Muir Award journey, explaining why I chose to explore the Laugharne Estuary, and reflect on how this experience deepened my understanding of nature, my childhood memories, and the importance of helping children build a meaningful connection to the natural world.
I chose to explore the Laugharne Estuary, a place that means far more to me than just a beautiful landscape. Laugharne is the closest place to me that truly feels like home. My childhood was full of movement, my father was in the army, so we moved frequently, changing houses, schools, and even spending a couple of years living in Germany. When my parents separated when I was six, my mum returned to Laugharne, the town she grew up in and where the rest of my family lived. Between the ages of six and eleven, Laugharne became the foundation of my childhood memories. I spent those years exploring the town with friends, spending time with family, and walking around the estuary that surrounds the castle. That walk has stayed with me throughout my life, and I often return now to share the experience with my own three children. 
The area I explored sits beneath Laugharne Castle, following a beautiful stretch of the estuary. It’s a tidal landscape shaped by shifting water, saltmarsh plants and rich wildlife. It’s also a place of cultural significance, famously inspiring poet Dylan Thomas, who wrote many pieces while living in Laugharne. Walking the same path offers a blend of history, nature and wildlife, making it an ideal location for the Discover and Explore parts of the award.
The first thing I always notice is the sound of the estuary. The gentle movement of the water instantly calms me. When I close my eyes, I hear a steady, natural rhythm that makes me feel content and relaxed before the walk even begins. As I explored the area, I realised just how much wildlife lives within this habitat. I saw swallows swooping through the air, blackbirds eating worms on the foreshore, and herring gulls skimming the water in search of fish. Each bird had its own way of living in the estuary, and watching them made me appreciate how much life depends on this environment.
During my walk, I discovered cockle shells in the shallow water. Cockles live buried in the mud and sand of estuaries, so empty shells often wash up naturally with the tide. When I researched them, I found out that cockles are one of the most common shellfish in UK estuaries, including Laugharne. They also have a strong connection to my own heritage. Parsons Cockles, a well‑known local business, originated from my mother’s side of the family. Learning this made me feel even more connected to the landscape, realising that the estuary is not just a place I love, it is part of my family history.
Looking for crabs during my walks has always been a little family tradition, but I had never really thought about why crabs live in estuaries or what role they play. My curiosity led me to research their life cycle, and I discovered that estuaries are perfect nurseries for young crabs. The mix of salt and fresh water creates a safe environment, and the mudflats provide plenty of food and hiding places. This new learning helped me understand how important estuaries are for supporting different species.
During one visit I noticed a beautiful sycamore tree growing near the water. The wind rustled its leaves, creating a soft, calming sound. I discovered that Sycamores thrive in open, windy coastal areas and provide shade, shelter and food for insects and birds. Nearby, I found valerian plants with tall stems and bright pink flowers. They reminded me of the beanstalk from Jack and the Beanstalk, one of my favourite childhood stories. I watched butterflies and bees visiting the flowers and learned that valerian is an important nectar source for pollinators. This helped me understand how colourful plants contribute to the health of the estuary.
On a couple of visits, I noticed small amounts of litter along the path. Although minor, it made me think about the wider impact of litter on wildlife. On my next visit, I collected the rubbish with my children, knowing that even tiny pieces can harm animals. This simple act of conservation helped me feel that I was giving something back to a place that has given me so much. It also made me think deeply about how children learn to care for nature. By involving my children, I was modelling responsible environmental behaviour and showing them that small actions can make a big difference.
Sharing my experience with my children, family, colleagues and wider community helped me realise how powerful nature-based learning can be. Talking about the wildlife I saw, the importance of estuaries and why places like Laugharne need to be protected encouraged others to think about their own connection to nature. This experience reminded me that when children explore real environments, they develop curiosity, empathy and a sense of responsibility, qualities that are essential for caring for the world.
Now I will move on to my critical evaluation.
Our Common Future, commonly known as the Brundtland Report, describes sustainability as a balance between fulfilling current needs and protecting the capacity of future generations to do the same (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). In practice, this means making the right long term choices now that do not damage the world future children will grow up in. In the early years sector, sustainability is particularly important because young children are developing the attitudes, awareness and responsibilities that will shape their future actions in looking after our planet. Research shows that early experiences strongly influence children’s sense of responsibility, empathy and connection to the natural world. The MDPI systematic review by García‑González et al (2019) highlights that early childhood is a crucial stage for fostering the skills, values and critical thinking children need for sustainable development, and identifies different pedagogies such as outdoor learning, art‑based learning and project‑based learning as effective ways to embed sustainability in early years practice. Elliott and Young (2016) further argue that early childhood sustainability education must be embedded through everyday relational practices, where children learn environmental responsibility through meaningful experiences with nature.
These views aligns with Article 29 of the UNCRC, which states that education should prepare children to live responsibly and respectfully within their communities and the wider world(UNICEF, 1989). Raising awareness of sustainability has been a long standing priority for the Welsh Government. The Well‑being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 asks public bodies to work towards a more sustainable Wales by promoting long‑term thinking, environmental responsibility and global citizenship. Embedding sustainability in early years supports the development of ethical, informed citizens, aligning closely with the aims of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). However, while the Act sets ambitious goals, it does not provide detailed guidance for early years practitioners on what sustainability should look like in every day practice. Therefore, it is left to practitioners to use initiative and advocate sustainability using their own interpretation which can cause inconsistency across the early years sector. 
Early years practitioners are expected to act as facilitators and positive role models, helping children develop the knowledge, understanding and behaviours needed to care for the environment. Welsh Government guidance highlight that practitioners should create opportunities for hands on exploration, encouraging curiosity about the natural world, and supporting children to make connections between their actions and environmental impact. Practitioners have a responsibility to model sustainable behaviours such as reducing waste, reusing materials and respecting living things. Siraj‑Blatchford, Smith and Samuelsson (2010) emphasise that practitioners play a crucial role in shaping children’s environmental understanding by embedding sustainability into everyday routines, interactions and learning experiences. In the Nursery I work in I have developed an eco-code which includes every day practice for staff and children including turning all lights off, turning the taps off, recycling paper, plastic and cardboard. This helps children develop these values through everyday practice. However, not all nurseries have an eco‑code or eco‑policy, and Elliott and Young (2016) note that whole setting approaches are essential for embedding sustainability meaningfully across early years provision.
Practitioners also face many challenges in delivering meaningful outdoor learning which is not considered by the Welsh Government. A significant challenge for practitioners in embedding sustainability is the lack of time for planning and little training required to plan high‑quality experiences. Although frameworks such as the Curriculum for Wales emphasise experiential, outdoor learning, practitioners often struggle to implement this due to limited professional development and competing workload demands. The Early Years Learning and Development Review (Tickell, 2011) highlights that practitioners need sustained training and support to develop confidence in delivering outdoor, inquiry‑based learning, yet opportunities for such professional development remain inconsistent across the UK. Similarly, Ofsted (2019) notes that time pressures and document keeping reduce practitioners ability to plan rich, meaningful outdoor experiences, resulting in outdoor learning becoming superficial rather than embedded. Without adequate training and planning time, it is difficult for practitioners to fulfil the aspirations of ESDGC and the Curriculum for Wales. This reveals a clear gap between policy ambitions and the practical realities of early years practice, reinforcing the need for systemic investment in professional learning if sustainability‑focused outdoor experiences are to be achievable for practitioners. 
Opportunities to be curious in the environment are also central to early childhood development, as reflected in Welsh Government Curriculum for Wales. The Curriculum emphasises that young children should be supported to “explore their environment and make sense of the world around them through hands‑on, investigative learning” (Welsh Government, 2022), this suggests that curiosity is a core part of early learning. This view is further supported by Engdahl (2015) highlights that young children’s curiosity develops when they are provided with time, space and open‑ended resources to choose from freely and follow their individual imaginations. However, in many Early Years settings there are pressures for practitioners such as following routines, documentation requirements including risk assessments and limited outdoor access, particularly to rich, sensory areas like mud kitchens for mixing mud, flowers and natural materials. These barriers can unintentionally restrict children’s opportunities to follow their interests and explore independently. This highlights another gap between policy intentions and everyday practice. 
My John Muir Award experience reflects core early years principles such as hands on learning, real world exploration and developing a meaningful sense of place. Engaging directly with the estuary, observing wildlife, exploring plants and shells, listening to natural rhythms and taking practical conservation actions embodies Dewey’s (1938) belief that learning is most powerful when rooted in a lived experience. I did not just read about the Estuary to learn about it, I experienced it first hand and used all 5 senses as part of my exploring. Listening to the water, hearing blackbirds singing made me feel calm and relaxed after busy working days. According to Froebel (1902) nature is the foundation for learning and wellbeing, while Steiner (1996) argued that connecting with the natural world nurtures curiosity and imagination. Bruce (2015) similarly highlights the importance of active exploration and meaningful experiences. This is further supported by Gruenewald (2016) who argues that place‑based education is most effective when learners develop deep connections to local environments, yet this is only possible when settings have equitable access to nature‑rich spaces. Across the UK, nurseries have limited access to the outdoors depending on location. Urban nurseries may face significant barriers, including limited green space, safety concerns and reliance on transport. Whereas some nurseries in the countryside have green spaces within walking distance. Early years theories and Welsh Government policy both promote outdoor learning without fully addressing the inequities in accessing natural outdoor environments. 
The activities I undertook as part of the John Muir Award provided rich opportunities for creative thinking and reflection, which are key principles of Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (Welsh Government, 2008). Spending time in the estuary encouraged me to slow down, observe closely and make sense of what I was seeing, hearing and feeling. This reflective process helped me think creatively about the relationships between wildlife, habitats and human impact, and to consider my own role in protecting natural spaces. This is why I choose to do a litter pick. Researching shells, plants and crabs, noticing patterns in the landscape and connecting these discoveries to my personal heritage all supported deeper reflective learning and gave me a real sense of belonging. This reflective process deepened my understanding of cynefin, defined by the Welsh Government (2015) as “the place where we feel we belong… the historic, cultural and social place which has shaped and continues to shape the community which inhabits it.”  This view is further supported by Sobel (2016) who reinforces that developing a sense of place is essential for nurturing environmental stewardship, as children are more likely to care for environments they feel connected to.
Sharing these insights with my children, family and colleagues further strengthened the ESDGC principles of critical thinking, responsibility and active citizenship, showing how time spent in nature can inspire thoughtful, imaginative and sustainable ways of understanding the world. One of the key aspirations of ESDGC is that learners not only understand sustainability issues but that they also take informed, preventative action to protect the world around them (Welsh Government, 2008). My John Muir Award experience directly supported this aim by enabling me to move from awareness to meaningful environmental action. Collecting litter along the estuary path, avoiding disturbance to feeding birds, staying on designated routes to protect fragile saltmarsh plants, and sharing conservation messages with others all reflect this ESDGC aspiration. Dewey (1938) argues that learning becomes transformative when it leads to purposeful action, and my experience demonstrated this shift from reflection to active stewardship. By taking practical steps to protect the estuary and encouraging others to do the same, my experience embodied the active, participatory approach at the heart of ESDGC, showing how outdoor learning can empower any individual to make a difference and protect our global environment.
However this experience also highlights a wider concern. The Welsh Government promotes hands‑on, outdoor learning through initiatives such as ESDGC and the Curriculum for Wales, but many schools have limited access to natural outdoor spaces, with playgrounds often dominated by concrete. This lack of meaningful outdoor provision makes it difficult for children to engage in the type of experiential, hands on learning highlighted by Froebel (1902) and Dewey (1938). My John Muir Award experience reinforces how valuable authentic outdoor learning can be, and why accessible, nature‑rich environments are essential if these educational principles are to be fully implemented by educators.
Overall, my John Muir Award experience strengthened my understanding of how meaningful outdoor learning can support sustainability in the early years. Engaging directly with the estuary helped me develop a deeper connection to the natural world and recognise the importance of hands‑on exploration, reflection and taking action. It also highlighted the vital role practitioners play in modelling sustainable behaviours and creating opportunities for children to learn through real experiences. At the same time, the experience revealed the practical challenges many settings face, showing that meaningful sustainability education depends not only on practitioner commitment but also on wider support, time and access to natural spaces.
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