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Reflecting on my use of Capel Mair in Margam, I consider it a right setting for Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. This is because it is not a purpose-built educational space, but a natural woodland shaped over time by natural processes and human history. I have shared my experience within my family circle, as well as the school I work in. The school, have taken on board my ideas and hope to plan a trip to the area in the next school term.
Capel Mair also has historical significance within the wider Margam area, which is known for its cultural and religious heritage, including links to earlier settlement and spiritual land use. Although the woodland has developed naturally, this historical layering gives the site a strong sense of worth. For me, this added depth to the experience by situating sustainability within a landscape that has childhood memories as well as change and adaptation over generations.
In planning and engaging with the site, I focused on respecting and protecting the natural environment. A key decision was to use only materials already present on the woodland floor, such as fallen branches, leaves, and natural debris, rather than anything living or still growing.
This approach reinforced that sustainable practice requires careful consideration of impact. By avoiding disturbance to living plants and using only naturally fallen materials, I aimed to minimise disruption to the ecosystem while still allowing meaningful engagement with the environment.
Using fallen wood and natural materials also emphasised the importance of recognising value in what already exists. Materials that might otherwise be viewed as waste became useful resources within the ecosystem. From a conservation perspective, this supports interaction with woodland environments in ways that maintain their natural balance rather than changing them.
Another important part of my planning was developing wild seed bombs as a sustainability-focused activity. This involved combining simple natural materials, including clay, soil, and wildflower seeds, to support biodiversity.
This activity was meaningful because wildflowers support pollinators such as bees and butterflies, which are essential to healthy ecosystems. The aim was to contribute positively to local biodiversity in a small but meaningful way, rather than just observing the environment.
Reflecting on this, I found that the activity changed sustainability from an academic idea to something practical. It showed that even small, carefully planned actions can connect deeply to wider environmental processes.
Capel Mair’s environment also shaped the overall experience. Its open, uneven, and naturally structured woodland, with few fixed pathways or artificial boundaries, creates a changing setting that requires close attention to surroundings and supports awareness of the natural world.
This type of environment encouraged a more flexible and responsive approach to planning and engagement. Unlike an indoor setting, it cannot be fully controlled or structured, reinforcing that outdoor learning is shaped by the environment as well as by planned intentions.
However, I recognise that Capel Mair’s educational value does not come from the space alone. It depends on how the environment is interpreted and how learning is designed around it. Without intentional reflection and a clear focus, engagement with natural spaces may remain surface-level rather than developing deeper understanding.
The setting also encouraged me to think more carefully about conservation and responsibility. By using only naturally fallen materials and avoiding interference with living elements of the woodland, I was reminded that sustainability often involves restraint as well as action. Sometimes, the most responsible choice is to leave the environment unchanged.
In conclusion, I consider Capel Mair a highly suitable environment for Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. Its historical background, natural woodland setting, and ecological value all contribute to its learning space. My engagement with the site reinforced the importance of respecting natural materials, considering environmental impact, and recognising that sustainability is shaped by everyday decisions about how we interact with the natural world.
This part of the essay critically evaluates how Capel Mair in Margam supports the philosophy and principles of Early Childhood Education for Sustainability (ECEfS).
It explores how this woodland setting promotes children’s learning through play, exploration, and connection with nature, linking these experiences to key educational theories, including Froebel, Montessori, and Reggio Emilia, as well as the John Muir Award and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. It also critically considers the strengths and limitations of using Capel Mair as a context for sustainability education, drawing on research that emphasises the role of intentional pedagogy in outdoor learning (Davis & Elliott, 2021; UNESCO, 2020).

Early Childhood Education for Sustainability involves more than teaching children to recycle or care for the environment. It aims to develop children’s knowledge, values, and behaviours so they can contribute actively to a more sustainable future (UNESCO, 2020; Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2020).
Research indicates that young children can develop strong environmental awareness through meaningful, hands-on experiences in real-world settings (Davis & Elliott, 2021; Chawla, 2020). However, adult interaction is needed to deepen understanding and prevent learning from remaining superficial (UNESCO, 2020; Bruce, 2021).
Capel Mair in Margam is a strong example of a natural learning environment that supports ECEfS. Set within a wider woodland and park landscape, it provides rich biodiversity and varied ecosystems for children to explore first-hand (Natural Resources Wales, 2022; Estyn, 2021).
These experiences enable children to observe seasonal changes, identify plants, investigate insects, and understand interactions within living systems. Research suggests that repeated engagement with natural environments can strengthen children’s environmental identity and encourage long-term pro-environmental behaviour (Chawla, 2020; Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2020).
Nevertheless, evidence shows that nature exposure alone is not enough, guided reflection is needed to develop greater sustainability understanding (Davis & Elliott, 2021; UNESCO, 2020). 
Capel Mair also aligns with the Curriculum for Wales, which promotes the development of ethical, informed citizens. The curriculum promotes embedding sustainability across all areas of learning, rather than treating it as a standalone subject (Welsh Government, 2022; Estyn, 2021).
At Capel Mair, children can build scientific understanding through ecosystems, develop mathematical skills through measurement in natural settings, and strengthen literacy through storytelling and observation. This reflects research showing that outdoor learning supports integrated, cross-curricular development (Natural Resources Wales, 2022; Estyn, 2021). However, accessibility remains a significant limitation, as transport, physical needs, and socio-economic barriers may prevent some children from accessing outdoor learning environments equally (Estyn, 2021; UNESCO, 2020).

Capel Mair also plays an important role in supporting children’s wellbeing. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, concerns have grown around children’s mental health and reduced opportunities for outdoor activity (WHO, 2021; Natural Resources Wales, 2022).
Evidence suggests that access to natural environments can enhance emotional wellbeing, reduce stress, and build resilience in young children (WHO, 2021; Chawla, 2020).However, these outcomes rely on regular, meaningful participation rather than occasional visits, underlining the need for sustained outdoor learning experiences (Davis & Elliott, 2021; Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2020).

From a theoretical perspective, Capel Mair closely reflects Froebel’s educational ideas. Froebel argued that children learn most effectively through nature, play, and active exploration (Bruce, 2021; Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2020).
At Capel Mair, children can use natural materials such as sticks, stones, and leaves, reflecting Froebel’s view of nature as a source of meaningful learning. However, research suggests that without adult guidance, children may not develop deeper understanding (Davis & Elliott, 2021; Bruce, 2021). Practitioner interaction is therefore essential for extending learning beyond simple discovery.

Montessori’s approach is also relevant, as it emphasises independence, sensory learning, and freedom within structure (Edwards, 2023; Bruce, 2021). Capel Mair supports these principles by allowing children to move freely, choose activities, and engage their senses through natural exploration. Children can feel textures, listen to environmental sounds, and observe natural patterns, reflecting Montessori’s sensory-based theory of learning. However, while Montessori environments are carefully prepared, Capel Mair is more unpredictable and less structured. This randomness can promote resilience and adaptability, although it may also reduce consistency in learning outcomes (Edwards, 2023; Davis & Elliott, 2021).

The Reggio Emilia approach is highly relevant to Capel Mair, as it views the environment as the “third teacher” (Edwards, 2023; UNESCO, 2020). From this view, the woodland actively encourages children’s curiosity and learning.
Children can communicate through the “hundred languages,” such as drawing, storytelling, and creating with natural materials (Edwards, 2023; Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Elliott, 2020). However, Reggio Emilia pedagogy depends strongly on documentation and sustained projects, which can be difficult during short outdoor visits (UNESCO, 2020; Davis & Elliott, 2021). This highlights the need for continuity in outdoor learning.

The John Muir Award offers a valuable framework for learning at Capel Mair. It encourages children to Discover, Explore, Conserve, and Share natural environments (John Muir Trust, 2021; Natural Resources Wales, 2022). At Capel Mair, children can investigate biodiversity, engage in conservation activities, and share their learning with others. This supports energetic environmental activities rather than inactive learning.
However, research suggests that activities for young children must be carefully adapted so they remain meaningful and developmentally suitable (John Muir Trust, 2021; Davis & Elliott, 2021).

Capel Mair also promotes children’s rights under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 31, which protects children’s right to play, is supported through opportunities for outdoor exploration (UNICEF, 2021; Welsh Government, 2022).
Article 12 is reflected through discussion and participation, allowing children to express their views. Article 29 links to education that encourages respect for the natural environment. Article 13 is supported through creative outdoor play and freedom of expression. However, research emphasises that these rights are only fully realised when learning environments are inclusive and accessible for every child (UNICEF, 2021; Estyn, 2021).
In conclusion, Capel Mair in Margam provides a rich and meaningful background for Early Childhood Education for Sustainability. It promotes practical learning, emotional connection with nature, and holistic child development (UNESCO, 2020; Davis & Elliott, 2021). It also reflects key educational theories and frameworks, including Froebel, Montessori, Reggio Emilia, the John Muir Award, and the UNCRC.
However, the setting itself does not necessarily guarantee meaningful learning. Its impact depends on skilled practitioners who can guide, extend, and encourage reflection on children’s experiences (Bruce, 2021; Davis & Elliott, 2021). 
Therefore, Capel Mair should be used not only as a natural space, but as a pedagogical resource that its value depends on how it is used, from adults and children alike.
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