My name is Pandora Oates
Student number (2317726)
Welcome to my presentation on Regaining Paradise! sustainability in the early years ECEY 6005_BIRM. I shall begin with my presentation with a reflection on my John Muir Award and then continue with an evaluation on sustainability in the early years. 

For my John Muir Award, the place I decided to Discover and Explore is Groby Pool.

The pool sits within a diverse number of habitats, including woodland marsh and grassland and as such, attracts many types of birds, mammals and insects.
It is important to me because of memories of my children discovering its changes throughout the seasons and being able share my knowledge and learn with them too.
We have watched as swans create nests, fox cubs playfighting as their mother sleeps, and field mice gobbling blackberries in the hedgerow. We have collected blackberries to make crumbles and elderflowers to make cordial. Every May, there is a magnificent carpet of bluebells in the woods.
The Pool, for me, is a natural landscape embodiment of my family, a place of constant change and familiarity. It is a place that my family and I return to again and again, always sure to discover something new.
Although I know the site well, I still discovered lots about its habitat and inhabitants during the process of the award. 
The pool attracts all kinds of birds through the year, in autumn and winter, Wigeons and Tufted Duck which have a great character can be seen alongside swans and geese and Great Crested Grebes.
In the centre of the Pool, small numbers of Grey Herons and Cormorants breed and are an astonishing size in comparison to the waterfowl. 
At the overflow, Kingfishers can be Seen, although I have only ever seen flashes of blue. 
But my favourites are Moorhen chick’s, small black fluffy balls with tiny red and yellow beaks, the have a bald pink spot on the top of their heads and seem fearless when jumping off the overflow late spring.
I knew that the site had recently recovered from a large fire possibly due to portable BBQ, but the land was showing signs of swift recovery.
However, while looking into the history of the site, I discovered that the Pool had also suffered accidental pollution in the past, which decimated its fish population; the pollution also had had a negative impact on the mammals and invertebrate populations and march.
Because of the Lowland nature of Groby Pool it is more susceptible to having issues around poor water quality, it is thought that the pollution which affected the Pool was due to runoff from the surrounding area after severe storms.
I discovered that one way of supporting the conservation of the site might be through the planting of marginal water plants as these help with by filtering water and supports the diversity of the site. Although I am waiting to hear from the landowner about carrying out this conservation.
In the meantime, I built my own mini wildlife pond. 
The process of this has helped me understand the importance of different plants and the role they play in sustaining a healthy ecosystem and how to adapt habits to encourage diversity and wildlife in a place where there was little before. 
I feel that my connection with the pools water has deepened as a result, whereas before I might have looked at the surrounding flora and fauna. Now I respect the precious nature of the actual water for sustaining life. 
So much so that I have shared my experience with the local village magazine with the hope that it inspires other families to create their own wildlife ponds and have a go at the John Muir Award. 

Sustainability in early years education
What is sustainability, the concept of sustainability remains contested according to Davis and Elliot (2024). The Brundtland Report (1987, p.16) however defined sustainability as ‘the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’. 
Sustainability is not limited to preservation and management of our global climate and natural resources on which we depend but also encompasses social justice and economic growth (Nutbrown, 2023). 
This has been defined as the  ‘three pillars of sustainability’ economic, social and environmental.  The UNESCO (2024) posits that education for sustainability is about lifelong learning and is about more than just taking action to protect the environment, it also encompasses cultural capital and economic feasibility. 
[bookmark: _Hlk203208838]A challenge for us as early years practitioners is the multi-faceted nature of sustainability and how to engage meaningful, relatable experiences in order that children become advocates for the future they want ( Boyd, Hirst, and Siraj-Blatchford, 2018)

The John Muir Award is one-way children can gain hands on experiences of sustainability; the first part of the award requires children to discover a place that is important to them and then explore it. This could be the nursery outdoor play area, their own garden or play park, the later could be a fantastic way to build partnerships with families, community and to develop equity and cultural capital in our settings (EYFS, 2024).
According to Scott et al.(2018) and Chawla and Nasar (2015) children that have exposure to the natural environments, benefit from better attainment and positive health benefits and mental wellbeing. Physical activity is essential for contributing towards our mental health, brain development, rest and motor development, pre-school aged children should spend at least 3 hours of their day involved in physical activity, 60 minutes of which should be vigorous active play (NHS, 2025). Playing outdoors supports a children’s ability to regulate, promoting positive behaviours and increased attention (Koepp et al., 2022; Cree and Robb, 2021; Lundy and Smith, 2021). 
Aligning with Eriksons (1963) theory of psychosocial development, Erikson saw play as way children work through experiences, mastering reality and developing self-expression at their own level. Being in the nature increases our awareness of its needs and we can begin to link their needs to our own, increasing empathy towards others and the environment (Cree and Robb, 2021). Peterson and Warwick’s (2015) Butterfly Model focuses on nurturing sustainable development through a holistic approach that integrates children’s learning with the wilder world, emphasizing respect and interconnectivity. The concept of Biophilia meaning ‘love of life’ is the innate attraction and attachment to living things and by promoting sustainability practices practitioners are supporting children to develop stronger emotional bonds with their surroundings and nature (Nijole, et al. 2025). Early years practitioners should consider then ways to foster experiences in nature to promote children’s creative and critical thinking and problem solving, and support children to be reflective and active participants in sustainability and global citizenship (Tinney and Merriman, 2018).
The United Nations Sustainability Development Goals (SDG’s) and Agenda 21 sustainability initiative are not explicitly required to be taught in English early years settings (NCFE.2021; Sustainable development, 1992). However, they have influenced current changes in early years policy and education, the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (2024) reflects some of the core principles of Agenda 21 of environmental responsibility and social equity, which can be seen in parent partnerships to support children’s well-being and holistic development and cultural capital. Furthermore, the document, Development matters (2023) which supports the EYFS, Characteristics of effective teaching and learning, has three main focuses of Playing and Exploring, Active Learning and Creating and Thinking Critically can all be employed in outdoor learning opportunities. Settings can also use UNCRC child rights alongside SDG’s develop a sustainability ethos. SDG number 4 focus is ensuring inclusive and equitable education by promoting lifelong learning opportunities aligns with Article 29 of the UNCRC which asserts that early years setting ‘must encourage the child’s respect for human rights, as well as respect for their parents, their own and other cultures, and the environment.’ (UNICEF, 2016; NCFE, 2021). By giving children practical opportunities and modelling sustainable practices including turning off taps, reposing junk modelling materials, or having a see through wormery for compost, practitioners can tap into child’s intrinsic playful nature and curiosity through sustained shared thinking and metacognition to support their learning and development (Moss, 2019; Moyles, 2015). Children can begin to grasp the real impact they have on the sustainability whilst being respectful to each other (LEYF, 2025; Young Friends, 2025). 

During my John Muir Award process, the conservation activity of building a wildlife pond is an activity that would support the holistic development of children if I were to carry it out in the setting. Aligning with EYFS specific such as literacy and understanding of the world (EYFS, 2024). The EYFS (2024) posits that if children are to meet good level of development (GLD), they need to explore and observe the nature and changes in the natural world around them, to do this practitioners can scaffold learning with practical experiences. The ‘Meal barrow’ competition developed Gardeners World supports children to understand issues such as global climate and environmental challenges, healthy eating and where foods are grown in the world (BBC, 2023).

Slow pedagogy is gaining popularly in early years settings, its ethos values children for who they are, meeting them their developmental stage and caring for their wellbeing and not rushing children into being ‘school ready’ (Nutbrown, 2023; Clark, 2023). Similarly, Frobel as cited in Green and Clark (2024) was an advocate for slow pedagogical practice, he acknowledged the importance of childhood, placing play and exploration are at the forefront of a child’s experience in early education. Chesworth (2019) agrees stating that children that have freedom to explore at environments without limits of time and space and that take risks, can tune in, observe and make connections. However, practitioners can be conflicted especially when held accountable to demonstrate progress whilst undertaking approaches play-based and slow pedagogical approaches to learning (Hedges and Cooper, 2018; Wood and Hedges, 2016). Furthermore, Solly (2022) found that practitioners needed professional development to support their pedagogy of outdoor and sustainability learning. Some early years settings have adopted the Reggio Emilia approach where practitioners learn from children, and the environment is seen as the third teacher (Rinaldi, 2021) children become partners and collaborators and the environment supports them to understand sustainable practices and their role as global citizens.

A natural space is full of possibility where children can connect with their head, hands and heart (Robertson, 2020). This links to Jean Piaget theory of cognitive development, where he made connections between children's cognitive development and schematic play, linking to their learning to first-hand experiences (Pound 2014; Haughey and Hill, 2017; Daly and Beloglovsky 2014 ). Posthumanism is early years settings encourages children to see beyond human-centric ideals and builds on connections and agency of human and non-human entities to shape development and experiences (Albin-Clark, 2022).  Outdoors environment gives children space to be creative, expressive and challenge themselves, thoughts and ideas through the exploration of their curiosities and the wonders in nature (Johnson and Watts, 2019). A child’s intrinsic motivation to explore supports their schemas building on the child’s exciting knowledge (Atherton and Nutbrown, 2013; Louis, Beswick and Featherstone, 2013).Simon Nicholson as cited in Daly and Beloglovsky (2015) described loose-parts as the use open-ended resources in environments where children can invent and create, natural environments provide children with these opportunities (Cree and Robb, 2021; Robinson, 2020). Furthermore, this enables practitioners can employ Vygotsky’s zone of primal development and scaffold learning appropriately (Barrs, 2021; Vygotsky, 1997). This can support children to share their experiences and knowledge which links to UNCRC Articles 12 and 13 which states that children should have the freedom to express their own views and their views respected (UNICEF, 2016). 
To conclude, we cannot underestimate the urgency for us all to connect with nature and to respect, sustain and conserve the environment which supports and sustains us (Ives et al.,2017). The evidence is backed by established research that connection to nature, even in urban areas has positive impacts to our physical and mental health (Barrable and Booth, 2020). Children need to have a sense of agency, where they can be active contributors and have autonomy and influence in their environments to understand what the environment needs are and how they can make a difference (Walker, 2017). We as early years practitioners need to prepare them to undertake their role as sustainable individuals that are aware of their responsibilities as global citizens (Huggins and David, 2018).
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