Introduction
Hello everyone. My name is Charis Brooks, and for my John Muir Award, I chose to explore and care for Pembrey Country Park in Wales. 
Important to me- Camping, playing in the forest and looking for the bear.
In my presentation today, I will be sharing my personal reflection on completing the John Muir Award, focusing particularly on my experiences at Pembrey Country Park. I will discuss how this experience deepened my connection with nature and changed the way I view small creatures and the environment around me.
I will also be drawing in theory linked to Early Years Education for Sustainability, looking at how outdoor experiences like the John Muir Award can influence children’s understanding of nature and sustainability from an early age. I will explore whether experiences such as these are too focused on environmental aspects alone and not considering the wider implications of Education for Sustainable Development, such as social justice, economic sustainability, and global citizenship.
Furthermore, I will examine some general challenges and limitations. For example, are experiences like this promoted enough for young children before they start school, and could they be implemented more effectively in early years settings? Does the John Muir Award focus too narrowly on local environmental appreciation, potentially ignoring wider global citizenship issues or might this depend on the experiences undertaken and how practitioners choose to frame them?

Personal Reflection
Doing this award made me see Pembrey Country Park in a completely unique way. Before, I just saw it as a fun place to play and camp, but now I understand how important it is to look after nature. I learned about the little creatures and bugs that live there, and why it is so important to be kind to them and respect their habitats. For example, I learned that even tiny insects like woodlice and beetles play a huge role in breaking down dead plants and making the soil healthy for new plants to grow. Without them, the whole forest would struggle.
One thing that really stood out to me was exploring the issue of dog mess being left on the ground. I always knew it was unpleasant to see, but I did not realise how damaging it could be for the environment. I learned about something called bioaccumulation, where chemicals or harmful bacteria build up in nature over time. When dog mess is left on the ground, it can spread diseases to other animals, ruin the soil quality, and even affect water sources when it rains and washes the bacteria away. 
I was so inspired by everything I learned that I decided to walk my dog at Pembrey Country Park every day. Each time I go, I take extra dog poo bags with me and pick up any forgotten dog mess I see on my journey. At first, I felt embarrassed doing it, but then I thought about all the animals and plants that could be harmed if I did not help. It makes me feel proud to know I am giving something back to a place that gave me so many happy memories as a child.
This award has made me want to protect nature even more in the future. I realised that nature is not just something pretty to look at it is a home for so many living things, and we all have a responsibility to care for it. I hope that when other people see me picking up dog mess or being kind to wildlife, they might feel inspired to do the same. In the future, I would love to get involved in more conservation projects and teach others about how they can help their local environment too. Doing this award has made me feel more connected to nature, and I feel grateful for the chance to give back.

Sustainability in Early Years Education: Context and Critical Evaluation
Sustainability has become a core global concern over recent decades, driven initially by reports such as Our Common Future (Brundtland, 1987) which defined sustainable development as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. This vision was strengthened at the 1992 Earth Summit, highlighting the urgent need for action to protect environmental, economic, and social systems for future generations (UN, 1992).
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) continue this work, outlining seventeen interconnected goals to tackle poverty, inequality, climate change, and environmental degradation by 2030 (UN, 2015). Wales has embedded sustainability within national policy through the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which requires public bodies to act in ways that ensure long-term environmental, social, economic, and cultural well-being (Welsh Government, 2015).
Within education, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underlines children’s right to participate in decisions affecting their environment (UNCRC, 1989). Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) supports this by empowering learners to make informed decisions for environmental integrity, economic viability, and a just society (UNESCO, 2017). In Wales, ESDGC (Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship) integrates these principles within curricula, promoting ethical citizenship and responsibility (Welsh Government, 2012).
Froebel’s philosophy aligns strongly with Education for Sustainability in the early years. Froebel believed that children learn best through firsthand experiences and meaningful engagement with the natural world (Bruce, 2021). His concept of ‘unity’ emphasised interconnectedness between humans, nature, and the wider universe, laying foundations for ecological thinking in education (Liebschner, 2013). He saw nature as a vital educator, enabling children to develop curiosity, care, and respect for living things. This links to sustainability education, as it fosters children’s understanding of their responsibilities towards the environment and each other (Nutbrown, 2018). For example, outdoor experiences like the John Muir Award reflect Froebelian principles by offering child-led, experiential learning that nurtures agency, wellbeing, and ethical citizenship. By encouraging exploration, observation, and reflection in nature, practitioners can cultivate the holistic development Froebel advocated while instilling early attitudes of stewardship and sustainability.
The Curriculum for non-maintained settings in Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) emphasises Cynefin, fostering belonging, connection, and rootedness in place. This resonates with early years pedagogies which value experiential, hands-on, child-led learning in real environments (Elliott & Davis, 2018; Huggins & Evans, 2018). Such approaches align with ESD’s key features: active participation, critical thinking, and developing skills to create change (UNESCO, 2017).
However, some argue that programmes like the John Muir Award risk over-focusing on environmental aspects without fully embedding wider sustainable development goals, such as social equity and economic understanding (John Muir Trust, 2025; Davis & Elliott, 2019). There is also debate about whether these initiatives are sufficiently accessible for pre-school children, despite evidence that early exposure to nature fosters empathy, agency, and sustainable behaviours (McClure et al., 2022).
Critically, while outdoor experiences build environmental stewardship, they must be framed within broader global citizenship education to avoid promoting narrow environmentalism that overlooks economic and social sustainability (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2016). Early years practitioners must therefore integrate experiences like the John Muir Award into holistic curricula that nurture belonging (Cynefin), ethical citizenship, and a sense of global responsibility from the very start of a child’s learning journey.
My experiences in the John Muir Award strongly support the themes and aspirations of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), particularly learning from nature and practical, experiential learning. Through spending time in Pembrey Country Park, I engaged directly with the natural environment, observing its ecosystems and understanding the interconnectedness of living things, which aligns with ESD’s aim to develop ecological literacy (UNESCO, 2017). Learning about small creatures, such as insects and decomposers, helped me appreciate the vital roles they play in maintaining environmental balance, fostering respect and care for biodiversity. This reflects the ESD principle of learning from nature, where nature itself acts as a teacher, nurturing curiosity and critical thinking (Davis & Elliott, 2019).

Furthermore, the John Muir Award’s practical approach embodies learning by doing, a core aspiration of ESD that empowers learners to take meaningful action (UNESCO, 2017). For example, investigating the effects of dog mess on the environment and understanding bioaccumulation developed my scientific knowledge and environmental ethics simultaneously. By choosing to pick up forgotten dog mess while walking my dog, I engaged in practical action for sustainability, demonstrating personal responsibility and stewardship, which are essential competencies within ESD (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2016). These experiences show how hands-on, nature-based learning can build knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that contribute to creating a more sustainable and just society.
Despite the clear benefits of nature-based learning for Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), several challenges limit its consistent implementation in early years settings. Firstly, many practitioners lack confidence or training in outdoor pedagogy, which can reduce their ability to facilitate meaningful, open-ended experiences (Huggins & Evans, 2018). McClure et al. (2022) note that early years educators often express uncertainty about managing risk outdoors, identifying species, or linking outdoor activities to curriculum goals. Furthermore, time pressures and accountability demands can lead settings to prioritise literacy and numeracy over experiential learning (Elliott & Davis, 2018). Practical barriers, such as inadequate funding for outdoor resources, large class sizes, or limited access to safe green spaces, also restrict opportunities for regular outdoor exploration (Davis & Elliott, 2019).
Another key challenge is that environmental initiatives like the John Muir Award may focus heavily on environmental stewardship without embedding broader sustainability concepts, such as economic fairness or social justice, potentially leading to a narrow understanding of sustainability (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2016). Additionally, weather conditions in the UK can limit outdoor activities, particularly if settings lack appropriate clothing or shelter (Knight, 2013). There is also a systemic issue whereby outdoor and nature-based experiences are sometimes viewed as optional “extras” rather than integral to holistic child development and ethical citizenship education (UNESCO, 2017). Addressing these challenges requires professional development, leadership commitment, and curriculum frameworks that value outdoor, practical learning as central to fostering sustainable attitudes and competencies from the earliest years.
Conclusion
In conclusion, my John Muir Award journey at Pembrey Country Park has not only deepened my personal appreciation for nature but has also highlighted the vital role that experiential, outdoor learning plays in early years Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). Through hands-on exploration, reflection, and practical action, I developed ecological understanding, responsibility, and a stronger commitment to protecting the natural world. These are precisely the attitudes and competencies that ESD aspires to cultivate in learners from an early age.
However, my critical evaluation has shown that while initiatives like the John Muir Award effectively promote environmental awareness and stewardship, there are limitations if they focus too narrowly on ecological aspects without integrating social justice, economic sustainability, and global citizenship dimensions. This risks creating a fragmented understanding of sustainability, rather than nurturing holistic, ethical citizens who recognise their responsibilities within interconnected local and global contexts.
Furthermore, despite the well-evidenced benefits of nature-based learning, practical challenges such as limited practitioner confidence, curricular pressures, funding constraints, and accessibility issues often hinder its implementation in early years settings. Addressing these barriers is essential if we are to realise the aspirations of policies such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, the SDGs, and the Curriculum for Wales, which all emphasise sustainability and ethical citizenship from the earliest stages of education.
Ultimately, my experiences have reaffirmed the importance of integrating outdoor, experiential learning opportunities within early childhood education to nurture curiosity, agency, and a sense of belonging (Cynefin). By doing so, we empower children not only to learn from nature but also to develop the critical thinking and values necessary to contribute towards a more sustainable, fair, and compassionate world.
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