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Part 2 Script for reflection.
My name is Emma Thomas and today I am going to talk about my experience completing the John Muir award. I will discuss what I did, what I found out and discovered. I will also reflect on how this experience has developed my understanding of sustainability. 
For my John Muir I chose to explore an area that is very special to me and my family called the Bont in Glasbury on Wye, Powys. The Bont is located on the River Wye and includes a shingle beach, open grassy areas and woodland. It is somewhere we have visited for many years, especially when my daughters were younger. It has always been a place where we could relax, explore nature and enjoy spending time together. These happy memories are the reason why I wanted to learn more about the area and understand why it is such an important habitat for wildlife.
During my research I discovered that the Bont is a very popular location for both local people and tourists, especially during the summer months. It is close to Hay on Wye and Brecon and attracts walkers, campers, canoeist and families. While tourism brings people into the area, I also found that it creates challenges. On busy days traffic becomes congested, and people often park on the grass verges this can damage the local environment.
As I explored the area, I learned that the ownership of the land is shared between the public, the local community and private landowners. The shingle beach and grassy area are common land, meaning they can ne enjoyed by everyone. I also discovered that the River Wye has a special area of conservation status, meaning that it is legally protected because of its importance for wildlife and biodiversity.
One of my favourite parts of the project was observing the wildlife. I was lucky enough to see a beautiful swan swimming on the river, and I have previously seen swans with their cygnets there. I have also spotted different species of ducks and was lucky enough to get a picture of a couple of mandarin ducks. Standing quietly by the water I could see small fish swimming below the surface. I found out that this section of the River Wye provides an important habitat for species such as the Atlantic salmon, brown trout and lampreys. I was fascinated to learn that Atlantic salmon use the shallow riverbed to lay their eggs.
I also paid much closer to attention to the smaller wildlife that I would normally overlook. I listened to the sounds for crickets and grasshoppers in the long grass, watched bumblebees collecting nectar from wildflowers and noticed clouds of midges dancing above the woodland. This experience reminded me that every creature no matter how small plays an important part within the ecosystem. 
The plant life was another surprise. Although I have visited the Bont many times before I had never really noticed the incredible variety of flowers growing there.
I saw bright yellow marsh marigolds, delicate white water crowfoot and large patches of Himalayan balsam. Simply slowing down and taking time to observe made me appreciate the beauty and diversity of the area and far more that I ever had before.
I also learned about the important role that trees play in supporting wildlife. The woodland contains sycamore, horse chestnut, oak, silver birch and weeping willow trees. Before this project I had never realised how many different species rely on these trees. For example, oak trees can support over 2,300 different species of wildlife while silver birch trees provide food for insects and birds. The roots of willow trees can even provide shelter for otters. This helped me understand that trees are much more that just part of the landscape they are essential habitats that support entire ecosystems.
Unfortunately, I also discovered some worrying information about pollution in the River Wye. Research showed that the river has suffered from pollution caused by agricultural runoff, sewage and litter. One of the biggest concerns is phosphate pollution from intensive chicken farming which contributes to poor water quality. I also learned that plastic litter can break down into tiny pieces called microplastics which are often eaten by fish and birds, causing harm to wildlife. This was one of the most shocking parts of my research because it showed how human activities can have serious consequences for the natural world.
As part of the conservation element of the John Muir award, I wanted to inspire others to care for nature. I discussed the possibility of organising a trip to the Bont with the children from my class. Although this was not possible due to financial constraints, I still wanted to make a difference. I read a story to the children about the dangers of littering and explained how rubbish affects wildlife. The children became so interested that they created their own clean up crew and together we went litter picking in the local woods. We are also planning to make bug houses for our forest school area to encourage more insects and support biodiversity.
I also shared what I had learned with my family, friends and colleagues. We talked about the importance of protecting nature, respecting wildlife and taking responsibility for the places we visit. These conservations helped spread awareness and encouraged others to think about the small actions that they can take to help the environment. 
Completing the John Muir award has changed the way I think about sustainability, before starting this project I understood sustainability as protecting the environment now I realise it is so much more than just that. Sustainability is about making choices today that protect nature for future generations. It means caring for wildlife, reducing pollution, using natural resources responsibly and helping others to understand why these actions matter.
The biggest lesson I have learned is that everyone can make a difference, small actions such as picking up litter, teaching children to respect nature or simply taking time to appreciate wildlife all contribute towards protecting our environment. John Muir believed that people are more likely to protect nature when they have experienced it for themselves and I completely agree. Spending time exploring the Bont allowed me to develop a much deeper appreciation for the natural world and strengthen my commitment to looking after it.
Part 3. 
This part of the presentation will critically evaluate how undertaking experiences such as the John Muir award can support the philosophy and principles of early childhood education for sustainability. The discussion will explore how meaningful engagement with natural environments can contribute towards children’s ecological understanding, wellbeing, participation and sense of responsibility towards the world around them.
To understand why education for sustainability is important in early childhood it is helpful to look at how the idea of sustainability has changed over time. One of the most significant milestones was the publication of the Brundtland report our common future (Worlds Commissions on Environment and Development, 1987). This report defines sustainable development as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. This definition shows that sustainability is about more than protecting the environment, it also includes social and economic factors and highlights our responsibility to think about the impact actions have on future generations. 
This understanding was developed further at the United Nations earth summit in Rio de Janeiro (1992). It identified education as a key part of achieving sustainable development. This summit recognised that creating a more sustainable future depends on deepening people’s knowledge and changing their behaviours and attitudes. Education plays a big role in this process. More recently the United Nations sustainable development goals (SDGs) have continued to strengthen this commitment (United Nations, 2015). It highlights the importance of ensuring that all learners develop the knowledge and skills to support sustainable development, global citizenship and care for their environment.
Sustainability within early childhood education should not be understood simply as teaching children to recycle or encouraging environmentally friendly behaviours. Instead, education for sustainability represents a holistic approach that considers environmental, social, cultural and ethical dimensions of living responsibly. It involves supporting children to understand relationships between humans and the natural world while recognising them as active participants who can contribute towards sustainable communities (Hirst, 2019). 
Davis (2015) argues that young children should not be viewed as future citizens who will eventually participate in sustainability but as capable citizens in the present who can influence positive changes within their families, early years settings and communities. This approach challenges the ideas that children are passive recipients of environmental knowledge. Instead, it acknowledges that they can think critically and participating in discussions and therefore capable of making meaningful contributions to sustainability.
This understanding is particularly relevant within Wales where education for sustainable development and global citizenship (ESDGC) has influenced early childhood practice. Tinney and Merriman (2018) argue that early year’s education and ESDGC are closely connected because both emphasise relationships, participation, responsibility and children’s understanding of their place within the wider world. They suggest that sustainability should not be treated as an additional topic but embedded throughout everyday early years experiences. They suggest that educators move away from teaching sustainability as information and move towards creating meaningful opportunities for children to participate in (Merriman, Tinney, 2018). 

The importance of sustainability within early childhood education is reflected within Welsh educational policy. The curriculum for Wales (Welsh government, 2022) identifies sustainability as a responsibility across learning and supports the development of ethical, informed citizens. The curriculum encourages sustainability to be included in helping children to understand their relationship with the environment and the impact of their actions. 
The early childhood play, learning and care guidance (Welsh Government, 2021) also highlights the importance of children learning through play, exploration and meaningful experiences. This aligns strongly with sustainability education because children develop environmental understanding through direct interactions with the world around them rather than through abstract explanations. 
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 further reinforces the importance of long term thinking, encouraging individuals and organisations to consider how present actions affect future generations, within early years practice this means creating opportunities for children to develop care and respect towards their communities and environments. 
Sustainability within early childhood education has increasingly been recognised as a complexed concept rather than just a focus on environmental conservation. Davis (2015) argues that early childhood education for sustainability requires children to be recognised as capable participants who can contribute to sustainable practices within their community. This challenges traditional approaches that position children as passive learners and instead acknowledges their rights and ability to influence change.
Further research supports this, Elliott and Davis (2018) argue that sustainability education in early childhood should focus on developing relationships between children their communities and the natural world rather than just giving environmental information. Similarly, Korkmaz, Yildiz (2017) highlighted through a review that effective sustainability education in early childhood includes ecological awareness alongside social responsibility, participation and ethical decision making. 
Therefore, sustainability within early years practice can be understood as a holistic philosophy that influences curriculum decisions, relationships, environments and everyday experiences. It involves enabling children to develop a respect for living things and understand their connection to a place and participate in actions that contribute towards more sustainable communities. 
The John Muir award experience provides an example of how sustainability learning can develop through authentic engagement with local environments.  It explores biodiversity, conservation and the relationship between communities and natural spaces.
The John Muir experience undertaken reflects the importance of place based learning within education for sustainability. Tinney (2018) suggests that meaningful connections with local environments enable learners to develop a stronger sense of place. A sense of place is significant because people are more likely to care for environments when they have developed emotional connections with them. This 
The exploration of the Bont also revealed environmental challenges particularly pollution within the River Wye. Discovering issues surrounding agricultural runoff sewage pollution and litter transformed the experience from simply appreciating nature into critically examining the relationship between human behaviour and environmental consequences. 
However, a critical evaluation must recognise that outdoor experiences alone do not automatically create sustainability learning. Simply visiting a natural environment does not guarantee that children will develop environmental responsibility. Davis (2015) argues that educational staff must support children to reflect upon real life experiences and answer questions that the children have. Davis (2015) also highlights that children should be recognised as capable contributors and not individuals that must wait until adulthood to make a difference. The children’s response to learning about litter demonstrates this principle, they were not just being told about the environmental issues they were given the opportunity to discuss and act. 
The principles behind the John Muir award strongly align with Frobel’s philosophy. Frobel viewed nature as an important role to children’s learning and believed that children developed a greater understanding through hands on experiences. Frobel’s approach recognises that children can develop relationships with nature through meaningful encounters (Frobel, 1887). 
This can also be related to Dewey’s theory of experimental learning (Dewey, 1938) he argued that experience alone does not necessarily create learning and that learning occurs when people reflect upon the experiences that they have experienced and make connections between these events and wider understanding. This was demonstrated during the process down the Bont as it began with observing and exploring the environment which led to reflection about the pollution, and conservation. 
The John Muir award experiences can be critically evaluated through the concept of place based learning as the area was viewed as a meaningful place containing ecological and cultural significance not just an outdoor location. Somerville and Green (2018) suggest that children’s relationships with places are developed through lived experiences and emotional connections rather than through detached observation.
Although experiences such as the John Muir award provide valuable opportunities to promote sustainability there are still challenges to implement this in early childhood education. Access to natural environments is not equal for all children and opportunities for outdoor learning can be limited by practical barriers such as funding, transport, staffing levels and concerns over managing risks (Walker et al, 2021). In additional research shows that access to outdoor learning varies between settings meaning that not all children will have the same opportunities to engage with these nature experiences that support sustainability learning (Ardoin, Bowers, 2020). 
In conclusion, the John Muir award demonstrates how education for sustainability can be meaningful and embedded into early childhood practices through real life experiences, exploration and reflection. However effective sustainability education relies on skilled educators that encourage children to participation and critical thinking skills. 
Thank you for listening. 
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