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Regaining Paradise? Sustainability in the Early Years


Hello everyone, my name is Anaïs, and today I’m going to be reflecting on my experiences completing the John Muir Award and how this changed the way I think about sustainability, outdoor learning, and children’s relationships with nature.

For my John Muir Award, I spent time within a forest in my area where I explored the surroundings through litter picking, observation, and personal reflection. I chose a forest setting because I wanted the experience to feel hands on and meaningful. Forests naturally encourage people to slow down and engage more deeply with the environment around them. 

[bookmark: _Int_OtEJ8Ocu]Before completing this experience, I do not think I fully appreciated how disconnected myself and others can become from nature within everyday life. Modern lifestyles are often technology focused and indoors, meaning many people move through outdoor spaces without really noticing them. However, spending intentional time within the forest changed the way I viewed the environment around me. I became more aware of natural sounds, open space and the atmosphere of the forest itself. Arguably, this reflects wider discussions surrounding how modern society has become increasingly disconnected from the nature (Flores, 2019).

One of the main things I noticed whilst exploring the forest was the amount of litter scattered throughout the environment. Seeing rubbish within a natural space felt upsetting because forests are often associated with peace, wellbeing and escape  yet human impact was still extremely visible. This made me reflect upon how easily nature can become neglected or taken for granted despite its importance both environmentaly and emotionally.

[bookmark: _Int_yOZOnFvz]As a result, I decided to take practical action through litter picking and ensuring I recycled the rubbish properly afterwards. Although this may seem like a small action, it gave me a strong sense of responsibility and contribution towards protecting the environment around me. Syropoulos and Markowitz, (2024) agrees that these acts are supporting wider ideas surrounding sustainability, particularly the importance of individual and community responsibility.

What stood out to me most throughout the experience was the emotional impact being within the forest had upon me. Spending time surrounded by nature made me feel calmer and more present, which made me reflect upon the relationship between nature and wellbeing. (Lomax et al., 2024) has shown that research surrounding nature connection often suggests that meaningful engagement with outdoor environments may positively support emotional wellbeing and holistic development, also supported by (www.gov.scot, 2021).

At the same time, I also think this raises important questions surrounding modern childhood and how disconnected many children may now be from outdoor environments due to increasing technology use and indoor lifestyles (Gienger et al., 2024). Reflecting on this made me think more critically about the importance of outdoor learning within early years education.

Whilst spending time in the forest, I found myself thinking a lot about childhood and how naturally children will engage with nature through curiosity and sensory exploration. Children often notice and appreciate things that adults overlook. Such as textures, sounds, mud, leaves or insects. Froebel strongly believed that children learn through direct interaction with nature and meaningful play experiences (Josephidou and Kemp, 2022)

[bookmark: _Int_CsbqjHOs]I think my own experience reflected this strongly because I learned far more through physically engaging with the environment than I would have through simply reading about sustainability theoretically. Through litter picking, observation and reflection, the learning felt much more meaningful and personal. This connects closely to Dewey’s belief that learning becomes more effective through active participation and reflection (Miettinen, 2000)

Overall, completing the John Muir Award genuinely changed the way I think about sustainability and outdoor learning. Before the experience I mainly associated sustainability with environmental protection and recycling. However, spending time within the forest helped me realise that sustainability is also connected to wellbeing, responsibility, belonging and the relationship humans have with the natural world around them.
Moving on, even though my experiences within the forest were personal and reflective, they also connect to much wider discussions surrounding sustainability and early years education. Before completing the John Muir Award, I always thought sustainability was just environmental protection and recycling. However, the experience made me realise that sustainability is far more complex than I had previously understood.

Sustainability is widely understood as fulfilling current needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (United Nations, 2025). However, Davis suggests that sustainability within early childhood should go beyond environmental protection alone and instead include children’s wellbeing, relationships, social responsibility and long term futures (Davis and Elliott, 2024). This broader understanding of sustainability became much more agreeable to me throughout my time in the forest because the experience encouraged me to reflect not only on environmental damage, but also on my emotional wellbeing, responsibility and human relationships with nature.
[bookmark: _Int_XEVNv2aY][bookmark: _Int_ScwVCOuF]This experience made me realise that humans are closely connected to nature and have a responsibility to care for it, rather than viewing nature as something separate from us (Allen, Cunliffe and Easterby-Smith, 2017). However, post human perspectives may critique the idea of people labelling themselves as protectors of nature, instead arguing that humans are only one part of a wider ecological system (Cielemęcka and Daigle, 2019). Arguably, this raises important questions around how sustainability is presented in education and whether children are encouraged to develop genuine relationships with nature or taught to manage environmental problems.

This links strongly to Education for Sustainable Development, often referred to as ESD, which aims to support individuals in developing the knowledge, values and behaviours needed to contribute towards a more sustainable future (Karpan et al., 2020). Siraj-Blatchford argues that sustainable education within early childhood should involve participation, critical thinking and meaningful real world, hands on experiences rather than passive learning (Engberg et al., 2010) .This is also supported by Cutter-Mackenzie and Edwards, (2013), who suggests children develop stronger environmental understanding when they physically engage with outdoor environments.

I think my own experiences within the forest reflected this strongly because I learned far more through direct hands on interaction and reflection than I would have through theoretical discussion on its own. Through litter picking and observation, sustainability became something I physically experienced rather than something I understood conceptually.

However, whilst experiential learning is widely valued within sustainability education, some critics argue that outdoor learning alone does not automatically create environmental awareness or sustainability behaviours (Patchen et al., 2022). Just by placing children out outdoor environments may not be enough without meaningful adult guidance and opportunities for reflection and understanding (Craig et al., 2024). Therefore, the role of the child practitioner becomes extremely important within sustainability education.

This connects closely to Froebel’s philosophy, as Froebel viewed nature as central to children’s learning, development and spiritual wellbeing  (Froebel Trust, 2022).  Froebel believed children learn best through exploration, play and direct interaction with the natural world. This is supported by contemporary outdoor learning approaches such as Forest School, which also emphasises child led exploration  risk taking and emotional connection with nature (Bullard, 2022).

Similarly, Montessori believed children learn most effectively through hands on and experiential learning opportunities (Nguyen Thi Nhung, Thi and Khanh, 2025). Montessori argued that children should actively engage with real world experiences rather than rely solely upon adult instruction. This is also supported within Dewey’s theory of experiential learning, where learning is understood as something constructed through experience, participation and reflection (Grady, 2019).

However, although theorists such as Froebel, Montessori and Dewey strongly support experiential learning, Vygotsky suggests that learning is also socially constructed and shaped through interaction with more knowledgeable others (Barnett, 2019). This suggests that children’s environmental understanding may develop not only through interaction with nature itself, but also through conversations, relationships and shared experiences with the people around them.

[bookmark: _Int_z1LreEWO]This can also be linked to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, which suggests that children’s development is influenced by wider environmental, social and cultural understandings (Guy-Evans, 2024). Evidently, this is highly relevant to sustainability education because children’s relationships with nature are often shaped by factors beyond the early years setting, including family lifestyles, household circumstances and cultural attitudes/views towards the environment.

Furthermore, these points raises important issues surrounding accessibility and inclusion within outdoor learning. Although forest based learning and nature experiences may provide emotional and developmental benefits, not all children have access to safe outdoor environments due to factors such as poverty, disability or limited educational resources (GOV.UK, 2020). Elliott and Young, (2016) suggest sustainability education must stay inclusive, rather than assuming all children experience nature in the same way.
Moreover, policy within Wales strongly supports sustainability and outdoor learning at early childhood. The Curriculum for Wales encourages children to become ethical and informed citizens who understand their responsibilities towards the world around them (Education Wales, 2026). Similarly, the Curriculum for Non-Maintained Settings highlights concepts such as belonging, encouraging children to develop meaningful connections with their communities and environments (hwb.gov.wales, 2022).

This is also seen within the well being of Future generations act, which emphasises the importance of considering how present actions can impact future generations (Welsh Government, 2015). However, some may argue that sustainability policies can sometimes remain overly idealistic if early years settings lack the funding, training or outdoor resources needed to implement meaningful sustainability practices consistently (Parry and Metzger, 2023).


Moreover, my experiences whilst at the forest also made me think much more deeply about children’s rights and the role adults play within sustainability education. The United nations convention on the rights of the child highlight the importance of children having access to play and environments that support their wellbeing and development (UNICEF, n.d.). Children having meaningful access to outdoor spaces should also be viewed as part of this, particularly as research continues to highlight the emotional and developmental benefits of nature based learning (Kiviranta et al., 2024).

Whilst reflecting on my own experiences in the forest, I found myself thinking about how naturally children feel unsuitable and excited in natural environments. Children often approach nature with curiosity and fascination, noticing details with a more open exploratory mind. This could suggest that children naturally form emotional and sensory connections with the environment around them (Arts.ac.uk, 2017). Also, Chawla suggests that positive childhood experiences within nature may influence later environmental attitudes and behaviours (Chawla, 2020). This is also supported through ideas like biophilia, which suggest that humans may naturally feel emotionally connected to the natural world (Grinde and Patil, 2009).

However, some researchers suggest that just by spending time in nature does not automatically creates environmentally responsible behaviours in children later in life (Hunter et al., n.d.). It is also believed that that outdoor experiences alone may not be enough without opportunities for discussion, reflection and meaningful adult support (Christie and Higgins, 2012). This highlights how important the adult role becomes within sustainability education because practitioners are not only responsible for providing outdoor opportunities, but also for extending children’s thinking and encouraging deeper understanding surrounding environmental issues.

This links closely to Vygotsky’s theory of social constructivism, which suggests children’s learning develops through interaction with more knowledgeable others (Wibowo, Wangid and Firdaus, 2025). Therefore, although children may naturally engage with outdoor environments, adults still play an important role in supporting conversations, modelling sustainable behaviours and helping children make sense of their experiences (Christie and Higgins, 2012)

At the same time, I also think practitioners must be careful not to place too much pressure onto children surrounding environmental issues. Sustainability education is clearly important, however some researchers suggest that increasing awareness of climate change may contribute towards eco anxiety within children and young people (UK, 2025). This creates an important balance within early years education because practitioners should encourage environmental awareness without making children feel anxious or worried for their future. 

Reflecting on my own experiences within the forest, I realised that the learning felt meaningful because it was focused on connection and reflection rather than fear. The experience encouraged me to appreciate nature and think more critically about responsibility, rather than making me feel guilty or overwhelmed (Kågström and Faith-Ell, 2025).

This also links strongly to ideas about global citizenship and ethical responsibility. The Curriculum for Wales encourages children to become ethical and informed citizens who understand how their actions may impact both local and global communities (Education Wales, 2026). Similarly, the Curriculum for non maintained settings emphises the importance of belonging and developing meaningful connections with communities and environments (Welsh Government, 2022).

Overall, completing the John Muir Award made me realise that sustainability within early years education is not about teaching children environmental facts. Instead, it may be more meaningful to help children develop emotional connections with nature, opportunities for reflection and a sense of responsibility towards the world around them. At the same time, it is important that sustainability education remains inclusive, supportive and realistic, particularly as children’s experiences with nature are not always equal 
Thank you for listening
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