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Good morning, everyone,
Today I’d like to take you on a journey that is both personal and professional. I will reflect on my exploration of Garth Hill as part of the John Muir Award and critically evaluate how experiences like mine can support the principles of early childhood education for sustainability. I’ll also discuss what sustainability means, why it matters, and how we as educators can support sustainable development in ways that go beyond environmentalism, incorporating social justice and global responsibility.
Why I Chose Garth Hill
Garth Hill has always been more than just a hill to me and my family. It’s where we’ve built memories, found peace, and connected with nature. Standing at the summit, looking across the Cardiff skyline, you feel part of something larger, yet beautifully detached from the busyness of the city. You’re immersed in birdsong, wind, and open sky.
This place became especially meaningful during the Covid-19 pandemic. My partner’s health suffered badly during that time, and regular walks up Garth Hill helped his recovery. The fresh air, open space, and gentle exercise created a sanctuary where he could heal. The therapeutic power of nature, as advocated by Louv (2008) in Last Child in the Woods, became part of our lived reality.
Now, our daughters share in this experience. They love spotting sheep, listening to skylarks, and finding wildflowers along the trails. These simple pleasures create powerful learning moments, where curiosity and care develop naturally. For young children, these experiences build not only knowledge but empathy for the world around them—what the Welsh Curriculum for Wales (2022) describes as "ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world."
About Garth Hill
Garth Hill itself is made of tough Pennant sandstone, which contrasts with the limestone of the nearby Lesser Garth—once heavily quarried. At the summit are ancient Bronze Age burial mounds, and the trig point is thought to stand on one of them. Local legend suggests that Garth Hill inspired the story The Englishman Who Went up a Hill but Came down a Mountain, adding a layer of cultural significance to the site, Lui, (2021).
Today, it’s a well-loved destination for hikers, runners, and families, with popular trails starting from Taff’s Well. It serves as a green escape, offering an accessible connection to nature for the people of Cardiff and beyond.
My John Muir Award Experience
For my John Muir Award, I explored, conserved, and shared my experiences of Garth Hill. My scrapbook documented moments of stillness and discovery: flowing streams, the call of skylarks, the sweep of the landscape, and the grazing sheep. These are the small details that John Muir himself cherished. He once wrote, "In every walk with nature, one receives far more than he seeks" (Muir, 1915). I found that to be true.
The Award’s four stages—Discover, Explore, Conserve, Share—guided my actions:
Discover/Explore: I spent time observing nature closely hearing birds, feeling the wind, noticing flowers.
Conserve: I engaged in litter picking, restoring wildflowers, and learning about sheep grazing management. My daughters helped me, especially my youngest, who began to understand how harmful litter is for wildlife.
Share: I documented these experiences in my scrapbook through photos and reflective writing, turning personal moments into learning artefacts.
Connecting Experience with Theory
This experience didn’t just shape my personal appreciation for nature; it connected deeply with educational theory.
Friedrich Froebel, a pioneer of early childhood education, argued that children’s spiritual and intellectual growth is nurtured through play and exploration in nature. The spoke of a "unity" between human beings and the natural world, and believed nature’s colours, shapes, and rhythms teach children about the interconnectedness of life (Froebel Trust, 2022).
John Dewey’s experiential learning theory reinforces this. He believed learning happens best through “doing”—engaging in real-world experiences that provoke thought and inquiry (Woodland Outdoor Kindergartens, n.d). My practical engagement with wildlife, streams, and conservation reflects Dewey’s principle of meaningful learning.
Rudolf Steiner’s concept of anthroposophy takes this further, framing nature as a gateway to spiritual growth. Steiner described a threefold process of freedom, surrender, and unification (Sparby, 2017). In my project, I stepped away from digital distractions (freedom), immersed myself in Garth Hill’s landscape (surrender), and reflected deeply through my scrapbook and this presentation (unification). Steiner’s approach highlights sustainability as not just ecological preservation, but as human renewal—a key idea for sustainable education.
What is Sustainability and Sustainable Development?
Before going further, let’s clarify what we mean by sustainability.
The United Nations (1987) defines sustainable development as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” This means balancing three pillars: environmental protection, social equity, and economic viability.
Sustainability isn’t just about recycling or protecting wildlife; it’s about ensuring that all people, regardless of where they live, can lead safe, fulfilling lives without harming the planet. For example, the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) highlight reducing poverty (SDG 1), improving education (SDG 4), and combating climate change (SDG 13) as interconnected priorities. United Nations, (2015).
My Garth Hill project primarily addressed SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land) through conservation efforts. But sustainability is holistic. As Thore & Tarver (2021) argue, global sustainability rankings often focus on climate and environmental goals, while issues like poverty reduction (SDG 1), clean water access (SDG 6), and reducing inequality (SDG 10) are less prioritised. This highlights a risk in sustainability education: if we only teach children to care about wildlife, but not about people, we miss the full picture.
Early Childhood Education for Sustainability.
In early years education, sustainability means helping children connect with both the natural world and the human world. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2010) and Hslett et.al (2018) argue that young children need opportunities to develop not only environmental stewardship but also social responsibility and critical thinking.
Experiences like my John Muir Award help foster:
A sense of agency: Children realise they can make a difference (e.g., through litter picking).
Empathy and care: Seeing sheep roam freely or spotting birds fosters emotional connection.
Curiosity: Children ask why the stream flows this way, or why sheep eat certain plants.
Critical awareness: They begin to question where litter comes from, and who is responsible for protecting nature.
Curriculum and Policy Links
The Curriculum for Wales (2022) supports this integrated approach. Areas of learning such as Humanities, Health & Well-being, and Expressive Arts were reflected in my project. For example:
Humanities: Learning about Bronze Age history and the local landscape.
Health & Well-being: Experiencing the mental and physical benefits of outdoor activity.
Expressive Arts: Documenting our journey through photography and reflective writing.
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) also emphasises the need for long-term thinking, preventative action, and working collaboratively for a sustainable future (Welsh Government, 2015). My project reflects this by involving my children and sharing our experiences with others.
UNESCO’s SDG 4.7 calls for all learners to acquire knowledge and skills to promote sustainable development, including education for global citizenship (Fermin Sanchez-Carracedo et al., 2021). My project demonstrates how this can happen through practical, family-based experiences, not just formal classroom lessons.
Critical Reflection on Limitations
While the John Muir Award powerfully nurtures environmental awareness, it could do more to highlight social sustainability. As Sterling (2016) argues, sustainability education often leans heavily on ecological care while neglecting equity and human rights.
My Garth Hill project, for example, didn’t directly address social inclusion or global interdependence. To fully align with the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) framework, we could have explored how environmental issues connect to human well-being worldwide. Future activities might include learning about how climate change impacts children in other countries or partnering with local community groups to widen our perspective.
Strengths of My Experience
Reflecting on my project, I see several strengths:
Rich sensory engagement: The skylark’s song, the stream’s flow, and the sight of sheep created memorable learning moments that stirred wonder.
Hands-on conservation: Through litter picking and wildlife observation, my children learned to take responsibility for their environment.
Creative reflection: Making the scrapbook allowed us to process and share our experiences meaningfully.
Family connection: This wasn’t a solitary activity; it was a shared learning journey that deepened our bonds.
As Claremont Colleges (n.d) describe in the experiential learning cycle, we moved from immersion to knowledge-building, to values formation, developing not just awareness but also care.
Looking Forward Sustainability education should be ongoing, not a one-time project. Going forward, I want to continue exploring ways to integrate social justice and ecological care. This could include:
Introducing children to global stories of sustainability challenges and successes.
Encouraging them to question where their food, clothes, and toys come from.
Exploring local community initiatives that support both people and the planet.
Conclusion
To conclude, my Garth Hill project helped me rediscover the joy of simple, outdoor experiences. It deepened my understanding of sustainability as something lived and shared, not just studied. And it affirmed what theorists like Froebel, Dewey, and Steiner have long argued: that nature is a powerful teacher, capable of awakening curiosity, care, and critical thinking in young children.
For sustainability education to be truly meaningful, it must help children not only love the earth but also care for the people who share it. That is the kind of education that can build a more just, peaceful, and sustainable world.
Thank you.
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