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Welcome, my name is Ellin Iles and today I will reflect on sustainability within the early years, throughout working towards my John Muir award. For this module I have chosen to focus on my local park, this is due to it holding a fond place within my heart as I have a number of memories held from childhood. The park has many different types of areas; this being one of the main reasons for choosing this area.  
The park obtains greenery, rivers, flowers, trees, wildflowers and many other aspects of the naturistic environments within the area (Valleys Regional Park, 2025). During my time discovering and exploring the area it was soon apparent that there were many trees within the park. I began questioning how the trees have changed over the years and how the park feels when walking through. Such as in the summer the trees feel warm and light offering light through the leaves. Whereas in the winter the trees make waking through the arches seem that there is little light that shines through and that the trees that surround offer a safe space. 
This inspired me to go on and research what has protected the trees within the park over the years, as this archway has been present since I can remember. RCT (2023a) state that there are protective factors that support sustainability for the trees within the park. RCT (2023b) supports the above however further stating that the council aims to develop the park, that in turn will encourage people to engage with the local nature around them having positive impacts on climate changes. When researching this topic, the nostalgic feelings from childhood returned supporting me to question what sustainability is to children within their early years. Supporting myself to reflect on the development of the park from my childhood, and how this has come to impact me now.  Identifying how my own education impacted my outlook on the area, and how now my practice impacts children within their environments. 
So, what is sustainability? 
NCFE (2022) state that sustainability places responsibility on us as individuals, encouraging a positive outlook on the environments around us. For example, when positive relationships are made with the environment individuals develop a deeper level of respect to the world around them. FSC (2024) support NCFE (2022) further stating that sustainability is a key aspect of the evolving world around us, for now and the future generations supporting us to identify what is needed to support sustainability. Greenpeace (2015) suggest that sustainability supports fighting climate changes and educates us as individuals to reduce environmental factors that have harmful impacts on the environment. United Nations (2023) support Greenpeace (2015) further suggesting that sustainable development is where individuals take consideration to how they impact the environment, whilst ensuring the best chances for future generations that are supported by the government. 
Wealth (2018) state that the Brundtland Report (1987) more commonly known as Our Common Future, highlighted the urgency of changes that are needed within economic development to reduce harm to the environment. United Nations (No Date) supports the above further suggesting that there are an increasing number of countries that are participating in supporting sustainable development as the threat to climate change is increasing promoting action for future generations. This framework supports governments around the world to achieve targets set by 2030 or sooner, as a collective to support sustainable development (IISD, 2025). Welsh Government (2019) support the above further stating that the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have created clear expectations to transform Wales into a more sustainable place. This is supported by the Well-being and Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, where it is suggests that for Wales to be sustainable it is important that improvements are made within four aspects of wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2015).  For example, governments should support improvements in economic, social, environmental and cultural well-being, that are set out with clear objectives and how these improvements are made (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015). 
UNESCO (No Date) supports the United Nations Rights of the Child (UNICEF, No Date), placing responsibility on educators to support children to develop the knowledge that is needed to embed a sustainable environment. NCFE (2021) supports the above further stating that theorists such as Froebel and Montessori have influenced practitioners to view the learning environment as a key aspect. Moreover, Froebel believed that children should have opportunities to experience and understand nature through real experiences encouraging sustainable thinking (D’Ascoli and Hunter, 2022). Durham County Council (No Date) support the above further stating that practitioners should consider materials that are used with settings and reduce the number of single use plastic within settings. Froebel supported use of sustainable materials, through encouraging use of loose parts within outdoor environments (BirthTo5Matters, 2017). 
Weldemariam (2017) supports the above and state that imbedding sustainable thinking into a child’s early education is key, through use of the curriculum. University of Liverpool (No Date) state that the curriculum offers opportunities for children to access a holistic understanding of sustainability and its effects. However, University of Liverpool (No Date) also asserts that implementing SDGs within learning is valuable this can be challenging alongside a content heavy curriculum. For example, SDGs may not always align with the curriculum and what is set out for the individuals learning. 
King (2021) supports the above further stating that when children develop an understanding of sustainability from early ages this supports children to understand how the world works and the impacts we can have on nature and the climate. UNICEF (No Date) support King (2021) within article 29 within the Convention on the Rights of the Child, where it is stated that the aims of children’s education should support them in developing a good understanding on how to protect the environment. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) encourages practitioners to work with children to encourage them to consider their environmental effects and consider their own environmental effects on the world and their consequences (People and Planet, 2023). Furthermore, ESD supports children to safeguard the natural environment around them, that is holistically implemented into the curriculum (UCL, 2025). 

Welsh Government (2020b) states that the Welsh curriculum supports educators to deliver comprehensive and inclusive education, whilst the four purposes support children to develop into informed, ambitious, capable, ethical citizens. Moreover, the flexibility within the new curriculum supports educators within maintained and non-maintained settings to make adaptations to learning that is supported within the seven well-being goals within the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2020a). Welsh Government (2023) support the above further stating that outdoor learning has positive effects on children’s well-being, and that the Welsh Government advocate that the new curriculum should promote outdoor learning as a key pedagogical approach within settings. Curriculum Management Solutions (2020) supports the above expressing that children should be provided with experiences that offer hands on activities, allowing children to learn whilst completing an activity. For example, this provides children to retain their learning better supporting their critical thinking and problem-solving skills. However, National Highway Institute (No Date) state that there are disadvantages to hands on learning. For example, when participating in hands on learning children will still face challenges and in turn this could require more staff to be able to provide rich learning experiences. 

Lewis (2023) state that when children participate in outdoor learning activities support children with the development of social skills and managing risks. Boulton and Thomas (2023) support Lewis (2023) expressing further that through implementing Froebel theory into practice children have opportunities to connect with nature enabling them to develop curiosity and respect to their surrounding area. Furthermore, Froebel believed that child-lead learning and use of real-life experiences for development (Cave, 2023). Education Endowment Foundation (2025) state that child-lead play is defined as children participating in their learning, where the child is free to make decisions within their activities. Moreover, practitioners support the learning through providing safe and stimulating environments moving learning on where possible. Similarly, the Montessori approach encourages changes in behaviours to promote critical thinking, independence promoting sustainable development (Mohamed, 2017).  

Institute for Outdoor Learning (2025) support the above however further state that there are also challenges to child-lead play. For example, practitioners can be challenged with managing risks whilst offering freedom for the children to make decisions. Furthermore, it is stated that child-lead play does not offer educational value other than supporting a child’s self-regulation and decision-making skills (Care Learning, 2024). Vaisarova and Reynolds (2022) support Care Learning (2024) further expressing that settings can have different outcomes when it comes to child-lead learning. In addition, impacting on how child-lead learning is implemented within the settings. 

BirthTo5Matters (No Date) state that when given the appropriate resources and real-life experiences this provides children with the tools to go on and develop. Furthermore, natural environments support children to develop their imaginative play and communications. Additionally, there could be barriers to connecting with nature, as there may be limitations to the environment surrounding the settings (Jordan, 2021). Gilchrist (2023) support the above stating that schools that are successful in implementing outdoor learning, schools have easy access to natural spaces near or within the settings grounds that support practitioners to gain confidence in implementing outdoor learning. Moxon (2019) supports the above further stating that cost of outdoor activities and learning can be costly, and activities such as residential trips can be costly, and children would miss out on these activities. Furthermore, some practitioners may feel they lack in confidence when providing outdoor learning experiences for children (Jordan, 2021). MacKenzie and Carolan (2019) support the above stating that practitioners can find time restrictions a barrier to supporting outdoor learning. 

However, there are awards such as the John Muir award that staff and children can obtain to support their development and knowledge of sustainability (John Muir Trust, No Date). This is provided for organisations and children to obtain, through use of curriculum linked activities to encourage children and practitioners to discover, explore, conserve and share places (Canal &River Trust, 2024). The award is set out to inspire children to support and protect the nature around them and the wildlife.  

So, when considering the above information, it is key to encourage children to understand the importance of the natural world around them. Through use of imbedding this from an early age, through use of the frameworks and legislations that has been implemented from the government such as ESD, and the Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015. Ensuring that everyone has a good understanding of sustainable thinking and ensuring that they can play a key role in looking after the planet for now and for future generations. 
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