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Hello, my name is Noreen Arshad, and today I will be sharing a personal and academic reflection on sustainability in the early years. The aim of this presentation is to explore how engaging with nature and outdoor spaces has influenced my understanding of sustainability and shaped my personal and professional outlook. I will begin by reflecting on my own experiences and then move into my academic evaluation of what I have learned.

The site I chose to explore is my current workplace, which is St Joseph’s RC Primary school in Penarth. A school that is situated in a quiet corner of Sully Road, surrounded by the countryside. St Joseph's school has a vast and diverse outdoor space. The surroundings are quiet and has a lot of green space, making it an ideal location for outdoor learning and sustainability. It includes a Forest school area, woodland, a pond, a prayer garden, and a polytunnel. This area provides a rich and stimulating environment for both children and adults to connect with nature and develop a sense of responsibility for the environment.

Initially, I selected this site for its beauty and convenience. As I have a small garden at home, the school grounds offered a lot more that I could look at and explore. Being there every day for work made it an accessible and practical choice. However, as I spent more time exploring the space for the John Muir Award, my appreciation for it deepened. I noticed details I had previously overlooked and discovered elements of the environment that made me curious. What began as a convenient choice of location evolved into a meaningful exploration of nature and sustainability. 

After choosing my site to explore, I set out to observe closely and I was amazed by what I found. There was so much to notice and learn. As I explored, I kept making connections to how these experiences could feed into learning for the children in my setting, and for my own children. Throughout my childhood, I never really knew or learnt the names of different birds or trees, birds were simply birds to me. The John Muir Award experience has opened my eyes to this. I already knew we had an apple tree. I was amazed to discover cherry and pear trees too. It felt like I was seeing the grounds for the first time. I noticed birds of varying colours and sizes weaving through the branches. Whilst sitting quietly in the outdoor classroom, it was lovely listening to birds singing bees buzzing around the flowers, this was a calming experience.

With help from our school eco teacher, I learned to identify some of the birds that live or visit our grounds. Although I struggled to capture photos, the moments left an impression. I also noticed flowers I had not paid attention to before, such as oxeye daisies and tufted vetch, along with little insect friends who visit the space. Later, I learned the site is heavily populated with grasshoppers, especially in the summer months. Through this experience, I have learned to recognise species such as blue tits, wood pigeons, robins, and magpies. I also discovered the names of some of the trees on our site, including hawthorn and blackthorn.

One interesting fact I discovered during my exploration was about a bird called the redwing. I learned it visits the grounds of St Joseph's regularly, but only in the winter. After hearing this, I did some research and found out that redwings migrate from Scandinavia to the UK for autumn and winter. I found it truly fascinating how this small bird undertakes such a long journey, and finds it winter home right here among us. It is amazing what you learn when you start paying attention. 

As a child, I did not feel a strong connection to the outdoors. My only real experiences with nature were helping my mum with gardening or cutting the grass when we lived in Scotland, tasks I never really enjoyed. Before that, growing up in a busy city, it filled my senses with constant movement, voices, and the rhythm of traffic. Nature wasn't something I considered much; the sounds I knew best were the hum of urban life. However, this experience has completely changed my perspective. I now find myself pausing to watch butterflies and exploring outdoors with a sense of curiosity I never knew I had. 
As part of the conservation aspect of my John Muir Award, I was able to create two different types of bird feeders with my daughter. We placed them around our grounds to help care for and feed the birds in our area. Creating something that was purposeful with her was special, and it marked a beginning to our commitment to care for nature together. As well as writing poetry myself, I supported a literacy activity with our older classes called Mother Earth is weeping, this gave us an opportunity to reflect on the changes we can make and explore how we can promote goodness and care in the environment. I was able to spend time with our nursery class, exploring the different birds on site and identifying them, by showing pictures. I used cardboard collected from children originally for a school production, to create bird artwork. The children loved pointing out the birds we were colouring, naming their favourite's, and discussing which colours matched with what they had seen. We also made bright flower pictures to celebrate the blooms in our grounds, whilst learning about different flowers and their names and importance. With my year 6 class, we were able to complete our daily meditation after lunch outdoors in the prayer garden. This time of reflection, surrounded by nature, was very enriching and calming. Personal activities I carried out myself were having moments of quiet time exploring, was watering the plants in the polytunnel and clearing litter from the forested area. It felt good to create space for wildlife and encourage others to do the same. 
I have come to understand the importance of sustainability not just as a concept, but as a way of living and teaching. I have also become more aware of how nature supports mental health and wellbeing. Sitting quietly in the Forest School area, listening to birdsong, and buzzing bees, brought a sense of calm and mindfulness that I had not experienced before. The outdoor class area quickly became a space I connected with. I began spending my lunch times there and often arrived early in the mornings just to sit quietly before the day began. I found a sense of calm that helped me centre myself. It was during this time I felt inspired to write my poem Reflect to Connect, which is part of my digital scrapbook.
On a personal level, this journey has taught me to appreciate the beauty around me and to use nature to relax and switch off from the chaos of daily life. It has sparked a genuine curiosity for growing flowers and learning about various aspects of the natural world. I now see outdoor spaces not just as scenery, but as living, breathing environments full of learning opportunities and inspiration.
[bookmark: _Int_Z6B9TM6K]This experience has also had a significant impact on my professional practice. Throughout the discover and explore phases of the John Muir Award, I have found myself continually linking my experiences in nature with creative learning opportunities for the children. From bird art projects using recycled materials to identifying different species on our site, this has made me think of innovative ideas for integrating environmental awareness into our daily routines. I have seen personally how nature could promote wellbeing, whether it be through outdoor meditation or simply listening to birdsong. These experiences have strengthened my views towards outdoor learning in my professional practice. Experiences such as, using recycled materials, watering plants, feeding birds, and encouraging children to care for their surroundings. This opens many possibilities for sustainable projects and has taught me how important it is to give children ownership, helping them to understand that they too can protect and nurture the world around them. I have started collecting reusable materials, such as ice cream pot lids and other items from school meals, to use in craft activities. This not only promotes recycling but also encourages creativity and resourcefulness among the children. 
I have also been advocating for regular nature walks to help children connect with their environment and develop observational skills. Due to staffing limitations, I have begun exploring ways to collaborate with parents who may be willing to volunteer. Their support could help us maintain and expand our polytunnel, which has the potential to become a vibrant learning hub. We are also discussing the idea of growing produce in the polytunnel and selling it through our Eco Club on a regular basis. This initiative would raise funds for the school while teaching children about sustainable food production, teamwork, and community involvement.
Working towards the John Muir Award has made me reflect on the importance of children connecting with nature. It is vital that we allow children the time and space to explore, engage, and learn within natural environments. These experiences help them develop a sense of wonder, responsibility, and care for the world around them. Using natural areas as learning spaces not only supports academic development but also nurtures emotional and social growth. Teaching children to value and look after their environment from an early age lays the foundation for a more sustainable future. It is our responsibility to equip the next generation with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes they need to protect and care for the natural world.
This journey has inspired me to continue learning and growing in this area. I would like to explore on how to embed sustainability into early years in a way that is meaningful and that would be age appropriate. To look, into gardening skills, including how to grow and maintain a wider variety of plants in our polytunnel. Learn about the Wildlife and conservation, especially learning about local birds, insects, and plants. To gain knowledge and training for myself, on forest school principals, to better understand how structured outdoor learning supports child development. I would also like to collaborate with families, to participate in gardening days, nature walks, and share resources and ideas for continuing sustainability practices at home. By expanding my knowledge in these areas, I hope to become a more confident and informed educator who can inspire children to care for and protect the world around them.
[bookmark: _Int_fmYuNoZY]Let us now discuss what sustainability is. Sustainability is defined as meeting our current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). In early years education, sustainability is crucial because it helps children develop respect for nature, a sense of responsibility, and the foundations for ethical citizenship. Education is widely acknowledged as a key tool for promoting sustainability, particularly in early childhood, where lifelong attitudes, values, and skills are formed (Davis, 2010; UNESCO, 2017).
Davis (2015) identifies four key dimensions of sustainability, which are environmental, social, economic, and political. That should be embedded in early years practice. This approach aligns with the Welsh context through the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015) and the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which emphasise wellbeing, Cynefin (belonging), and ethical, informed citizenship. These principles are also reflected in global frameworks such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which promote action on interconnected social, economic, and environmental challenges (UNESCO, 2017; United Nations, 2024).
By participating in Part 1 of the John Muir Award, I have gained valuable experiences that align closely with the themes of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), particularly learning from nature. Engaging children in gardening, wildlife observation, and the creative use of recycled materials has brought sustainability to life. These activities foster problem-solving, observation, and a sense of responsibility which are core outcomes of ESD. Davis (2015) and Bruce (2021) suggest that research demonstrates practical learning in natural settings not only enhances children’s understanding of ecological relationships but also supports emotional wellbeing and resilience. Contact with soil, plants, and living creatures has been shown to reduce stress, improve mood, and promote good physical health, as children are more active and spend more time outdoors (UNESCO, 2017; Wells & Evans, 2003). Montessori also emphasised sensorial learning and respect for the natural world, supporting hands-on, nature-based learning (Lillard, 2017).
Growing produce in the polytunnel, watering plants, and using recycled materials for art are initiatives that empower children as active participants in their learning and in caring for the environment. This aligns with ESD, which emphasises participatory citizenship, agency, and practical action as key outcomes (UNESCO, 2017; Davis, 2015). By engaging in hands-on projects, children develop teamwork, communication, and a sense of belonging. Skills that are central to ESD and to the aims of the Curriculum for Wales (2022). These activities also support the Well-being of Future Generations Act, which focuses on community involvement and holistic wellbeing, as outdoor and group projects contribute to both physical and social health (Welsh Government, 2015).
While during the John Muir Award I did not collaborate directly with parents and local volunteers, I recognise this as a valuable opportunity for future work. Working alongside families and the community would strengthen intergenerational learning and broaden perspectives, further aligning with ESD’s goals of fostering sustainable communities (Davis, 2015; UNESCO, 2017). Malaguzzi also highlights the importance of relationships and collaboration within the community, which aligns with these initiatives (Edwards, Gandini and Forman, 2012).

Nature walks, species identification, and reflective activities encourage children to think about their role in caring for the environment and support the development of ethical, informed citizens as outlined in the Curriculum for Wales. These activities foster futures thinking and help children envision the long-term impacts of their actions, as well as understand key concepts such as stewardship and sustainability (UNESCO, 2017). Exploring outdoors and engaging in reflection also promotes mindfulness, self-regulation, and emotional wellbeing, as children develop an appreciation for the natural world and a sense of wonder (Davis, 2015). Regular outdoor learning and access to green spaces have been linked to better physical health, reduced anxiety, and improved cognitive function. In addition to aligning with the SDGs and learning for sustainability initiatives, these experiences support broader aims of global citizenship, wellbeing, and lifelong learning. This approach also reflects Froebel’s vision of education, which emphasises the development of moral character and respect for others, thereby supporting the growth of ethical citizenship (Bruce, 2021).

The work I carried out through the John Muir award also aligns with the United Nations convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC), particularly the rights to education, health, and participation. Which include Article 12 (the right to be heard), Article 24 (the right to health and safe environment), and article 28 and 29 (rights to education and holistic development). Activities like outdoor meditation, nature exploration, and creative reuse offer children meaningful ways to engage with their environment while supporting their emotional wellbeing and agency in their learning.

Despite the growing emphasis on sustainability in early childhood, consistent implementation can be difficult due to structural and practical constraints. In my own setting, for example, outdoor meditation with the Year 6 class although beneficial, it is not regular practice. Packed timetables, curricular priorities, and limited time often sideline these activities. This aligns with Davis, Elliott, and Ärlemalm-Hagsér (2020), who highlight how time pressures and rigid scheduling structures can limit opportunities for nature-based pedagogy. Siraj-Blatchford (2018) further argues that while sustainability is recognised in theory, actual practice can be limited by unclear policy guidance and practitioner confidence. Educators may lack confidence and skills in this area, making it challenging to embed sustainability in their pedagogy, which limits the impact of policy initiatives (Davis & Davis, 2020; Elliott et al., 2017). Another key factor is the gap between policy ambitions and the resources available to implement them. By embedding social justice and economic understanding alongside environmental education, ESD empowers learners to address complex global challenges and take positive action for a fairer, more sustainable world (JustEd,2023).

While initiatives like the John Muir Award offers valuable opportunities to connect with nature and promote wellbeing, they can face limitations in addressing broader aims of ESD. These programmes can lean towards environmental experiences, focusing on engagement with natural spaces. This focus is valuable for developing environmental awareness and responsibility, however it tends not to address other important dimensions of ESD, such as social justice, economic awareness, and global citizenship, unless these are intentionally incorporated (Davis, Elliot & Arlemalm-Hagser, 2020; Siraj-Blatchford,2018). By embedding social justice and economic understanding alongside environmental education, ESD empowers learners to address complex global challenges and take positive action for a fairer, more sustainable world (JustEd,2023). Although the John Muir Award is promoted in primary and secondary education, it does offer opportunities for involving younger children through family or community participation. However, it can be introduced to younger children through practitioner led planning that highlights sensory exploration, storytelling, and creativity. The four challenges discover, explore, conserve and share can be adapted for it to be playful and age appropriate. Activities such as nature walks and bug hunts or creative projects like bird art or leaf printing would be appropriate and engaging. Similarly global citizenship can be embedded through inclusive stories and collaborative projects that celebrate diversity, fairness and caring for others. This can be done through thoughtful planning, encouraging nature love, responsibility, and a sense of belonging from earlier years. Without intentional planning, the emphasis may be on nature appreciation, rather than fostering awareness and understanding of global challenges and responsibilities.

Spending time in nature at St Joseph’s RC Primary has strengthened both my love for the environment and my dedication to teaching sustainability in early years. The John Muir Award has played a significant role, giving me clear ways to explore, learn about, and care for the natural world. I am truly thankful for this experience, as it has encouraged me to slow down, notice the details around me, and reflect on my own relationship with nature. This journey has enriched my teaching and inspired a deeper sense of responsibility and appreciation in my daily life. While some challenges remain, it has shown me the value of intentional, inclusive approaches that connect local environmental action to bigger sustainability goals. Moving forward, I am inspired to keep embedding sustainability into my practice and to help children become active, responsible individuals who care for their world.
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