Hello, my name is Cerys Bishop and my student number is 2418645.

In this presentation I will critically reflect on my experiences of completing the John Muir Award and evaluate how it has influenced my understanding of Education for Sustainability within early childhood education. I will begin by reflecting on my personal journey before critically evaluating my experiences using educational theory, Welsh policy and research. Finally, I will discuss how this experience has shaped my professional identity and future practice as an early years practitioner.

Before beginning this project, my understanding of sustainability was relatively narrow. I primarily associated sustainability with recycling, reducing waste and protecting the environment. Whilst these remain important aspects of sustainability, completing the John Muir Award helped me realise that sustainability is much broader. It is about developing meaningful relationships with nature, communities and future generations, whilst encouraging children to become active participants in creating a more sustainable world.

Throughout the project I spent regular time within our nursery allotment. Initially, I viewed the allotment simply as an outdoor learning space where children could grow fruit and vegetables. However, over time I realised it was much more than this. It became a place where children investigated, explored, collaborated and developed genuine curiosity about the natural world. I also recognised how outdoor environments create opportunities for children to develop confidence, resilience and independence through authentic experiences that cannot always be replicated indoors.

One particular experience significantly influenced my thinking. During one session the children discovered a small snail hidden beneath some leaves. Although I had planned a different activity, I chose to pause and follow the children's curiosity instead. Together we carefully observed the snail, discussed where it might live, questioned how we could protect it and considered why it was important within the allotment ecosystem.

Looking back, I now recognise this as one of the most valuable learning experiences throughout the entire project. Previously, I believed that successful teaching relied upon carefully planned activities with predetermined learning outcomes. However, this experience demonstrated that some of the richest learning opportunities emerge unexpectedly when practitioners recognise and value children's spontaneous interests. Rather than directing children's learning, I learned the importance of stepping back, listening carefully and extending thinking through open-ended questions.

This experience fundamentally changed my understanding of my role as a practitioner. I realised that meaningful learning is not always created through adult-led instruction but through creating environments where children feel confident to explore, investigate and construct their own understanding.

Another important aspect of my journey was observing the changing seasons within the allotment. Through repeated visits, children noticed flowers blooming, vegetables growing, insects appearing and leaves changing colour. These observations helped them understand that nature is constantly changing and that caring for the environment requires patience, responsibility and consistency. Rather than teaching sustainability as a one-off topic, these repeated experiences allowed children to build increasingly sophisticated understanding over time.

The project also highlighted the importance of slowing down as a practitioner. Before undertaking the John Muir Award, I often focused on ensuring activities were completed successfully. Throughout this experience, I became more comfortable allowing children additional time to observe, ask questions and explore their own ideas. This shift enabled me to appreciate that the learning process is often more valuable than the final outcome.

Creating my scrapbook became an equally important part of this journey. Initially, I viewed it simply as a way of recording evidence for the award. However, it gradually became a reflective tool that encouraged me to critically evaluate both children's learning and my own professional development. Looking back through each page allowed me to recognise how my understanding had evolved throughout the project and reinforced the importance of reflective practice within early childhood education.
Another particularly rewarding aspect of the project involved sharing our experiences with families. Inviting parents to participate within the allotment demonstrated that sustainability extends beyond the nursery environment and becomes more meaningful when learning is reinforced at home. Observing children proudly sharing their knowledge with family members highlighted the importance of strong partnerships between practitioners, families and the wider community.

Overall, completing the John Muir Award transformed both my understanding of sustainability and my confidence as a practitioner. I no longer view sustainability simply as environmental protection. Instead, I understand it as an approach that should underpin everyday practice by encouraging children to develop curiosity, responsibility, empathy and meaningful relationships with the natural world. This experience has strengthened my belief that children are capable, competent learners whose interests should guide meaningful learning experiences.

Having reflected on my own journey, I will now critically evaluate these experiences using educational theory, research and Welsh policy to explore how the John Muir Award supports Education for Sustainability within early childhood education.

Reflecting on my experiences, I now recognise that the John Muir Award aligns closely with many of the principles underpinning high-quality early childhood education. Whilst the practical experiences within the allotment were valuable in themselves, it was through linking these experiences to educational theory and policy that I fully appreciated their significance.

One of the strongest aspects of the project was the opportunity for children to learn through direct experience. Piaget (1952) argued that children actively construct knowledge through exploration rather than passively receiving information from adults. Throughout the project, I observed children planting seeds, examining insects and monitoring seasonal changes. Rather than simply being told how plants grow or why insects are important, they developed understanding through first-hand investigation. This reinforced my belief that meaningful learning occurs when children actively engage with their environment.

However, reflecting critically, I also recognised that exploration alone was not always sufficient. Whilst Piaget emphasised independent discovery, my experiences suggested that children's learning became significantly richer when practitioners intentionally extended their thinking. This reflects Vygotsky's (1978) Social Constructivist Theory, which argues that learning develops through interaction with more knowledgeable others. Throughout the allotment activities, I found that carefully timed questions encouraged children to think more deeply. Rather than providing answers, I encouraged children to explain their ideas, predict outcomes and build on one another's thinking. Looking back, I now understand that my role was not simply to supervise children's exploration but to scaffold learning in ways that respected their curiosity whilst extending their understanding.

This balance between child-led learning and intentional teaching closely reflects the principles of Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). The curriculum promotes learner agency and recognises children as active participants in their own learning. Throughout the John Muir Award, I observed how children became increasingly confident in making decisions, asking questions and suggesting their own ideas. Allowing children to influence the direction of learning not only increased their engagement but also demonstrated that they were capable of taking ownership of their learning experiences.

Nevertheless, implementing this approach is not without challenges. Whilst learner agency is a central principle of Curriculum for Wales, practitioners require confidence, professional knowledge and strong observational skills to recognise when to intervene and when to step back. Without these skills, there is a risk that play becomes either overly adult-directed or lacks sufficient challenge. Consequently, I now believe that practitioner expertise is fundamental to ensuring that child-led learning remains purposeful and educationally meaningful.

My experiences also strengthened my appreciation of Froebel's philosophy, which viewed nature as central to children's learning and development. Froebel believed that children learn most effectively through play, exploration and meaningful interaction with the natural world. Observing children develop relationships with plants, insects and wildlife reinforced this perspective. The allotment encouraged children to ask questions naturally, develop responsibility for living things and appreciate the interconnectedness of ecosystems.

Similarly, Dewey (1938) argued that education should emerge from authentic experiences that connect learning with real life. Reflecting on my own practice, I recognised that children demonstrated significantly greater engagement when learning occurred through meaningful experiences rather than adult-directed activities. For example, planting vegetables became an opportunity to discuss growth, weather, responsibility and healthy eating simultaneously. These connections would have been difficult to replicate through classroom-based teaching alone.
Another important influence on my thinking was Rachel Carson (1965), who argued that before children develop scientific understanding they must first develop a sense of wonder. Looking back at the project, I realised that children's curiosity consistently acted as the starting point for learning. Whether observing insects, comparing leaves or noticing seasonal changes, children's questions drove the direction of investigation. This challenged my previous assumptions that learning should always begin with carefully planned objectives. Instead, I now recognise curiosity as a powerful catalyst for meaningful learning.

Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory (1979) further deepened my understanding of the project. Bronfenbrenner argued that children's development is influenced by the relationships and environments surrounding them. Throughout the John Muir Award, learning extended beyond the nursery through collaboration with families and the wider community. Parents became involved in planting activities and children proudly shared their experiences at home. These interactions demonstrated that sustainability is strengthened when practitioners, families and communities work collaboratively to support children's learning.

However, my experiences also highlighted that meaningful family engagement cannot be assumed. Families differ in their availability, confidence and opportunities to participate. Consequently, practitioners must provide flexible and inclusive ways for families to become involved, recognising that successful partnerships require ongoing communication rather than one-off events. This reflection has encouraged me to think more critically about how I can create inclusive opportunities for all families within my future practice.

Education for Sustainability extends far beyond environmental awareness. UNESCO (2020) emphasises that sustainability also encompasses social justice, equality, economic responsibility and global citizenship. Initially, my project focused primarily on environmental sustainability through growing vegetables, biodiversity and caring for wildlife. Whilst these experiences were extremely valuable, reflecting critically has enabled me to recognise opportunities for further development. In future practice, I would broaden children's understanding by exploring themes such as food waste, sustainable consumption, fairness, diversity and community responsibility. This would provide children with a more holistic understanding of sustainability that reflects contemporary educational priorities.

This broader perspective also aligns closely with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015), which encourages practitioners to consider the long-term impact of their decisions on future generations. Reflecting on my experiences, I now understand that Education for Sustainability is not simply about teaching children to care for nature. Instead, it is about empowering children to become thoughtful, responsible citizens who understand that their actions influence both local communities and the wider world.

Overall, completing the John Muir Award has demonstrated that meaningful sustainability education depends upon far more than providing outdoor experiences. Successful implementation requires reflective practitioners who can recognise learning opportunities, respond to children's interests and intentionally extend learning through thoughtful interactions. Whilst the allotment provided a valuable context for learning, it was practitioner decision-making that transformed everyday experiences into meaningful educational opportunities.

Reflecting on the John Muir Award, I believe the most significant outcome was not simply the knowledge I gained about sustainability, but the transformation of my professional identity. At the beginning of the project, I viewed my role as planning engaging activities and ensuring learning objectives were achieved. However, this experience challenged that perception and encouraged me to rethink what effective early years practice really looks like.

Throughout the project, I became increasingly aware that high-quality teaching is not about directing children's learning but about recognising meaningful opportunities as they naturally arise. By slowing down, observing carefully and responding to children's interests, I found that learning became richer, more authentic and more memorable. This has fundamentally changed how I intend to approach planning within my future practice. Rather than viewing planning as something fixed, I now see it as a flexible framework that should respond to children's curiosity whilst remaining underpinned by clear educational intentions.

This experience also reinforced the importance of reflective practice. Schön (1983) suggests that professionals develop through reflecting both during and after practice, enabling them to continually improve their decision-making. Creating my scrapbook encouraged me to revisit each experience, consider how children responded and evaluate my own interactions. Looking back, I recognised occasions where I successfully extended children's thinking, but I also identified moments where I could have allowed children greater time to investigate independently or asked more open-ended questions to deepen discussion.

This process demonstrated that reflection is not about identifying mistakes, but about continually developing professional knowledge and confidence. As I move into employment, I intend to continue using reflective practice to evaluate my teaching, seek feedback from colleagues and engage with current research so that my practice continues to evolve.

The project also strengthened my understanding of inclusive practice. Every child engaged differently with the allotment. Some children were fascinated by insects and wildlife, whilst others preferred planting, digging or working collaboratively with their peers. This reinforced my understanding that there is no single way in which children learn. Effective practitioners recognise children's individual interests, strengths and experiences, adapting opportunities to ensure every child can participate meaningfully. Moving forward, I will continue creating environments that celebrate children's individuality whilst encouraging collaboration and shared learning.
Critically reflecting on the project also highlighted areas for future development. Whilst the allotment successfully promoted environmental awareness, I recognise that Education for Sustainability extends beyond caring for nature. In future practice, I would broaden children's learning by exploring sustainable food choices, reducing food waste, cultural diversity, community action and global responsibility. These experiences would enable children to understand that sustainability is interconnected and relevant to many aspects of everyday life.

Furthermore, I recognise that implementing Education for Sustainability requires knowledgeable practitioners who feel confident facilitating outdoor learning. Not all settings have access to extensive outdoor environments such as an allotment, and some practitioners may lack confidence in using outdoor spaces effectively. This has reinforced the importance of ongoing professional development. I intend to continue engaging with research, training and collaborative learning opportunities to ensure that I can confidently embed sustainability within whichever setting I work.
Ultimately, completing the John Muir Award has transformed both my understanding of sustainability and my identity as an early years practitioner. I now recognise that sustainability is not simply a curriculum topic but a philosophy that should influence everyday decisions, interactions and learning experiences. I have developed a greater appreciation of the importance of learner agency, meaningful relationships with nature and reflective practice. Most importantly, I have come to understand that children are not passive recipients of knowledge but capable, curious and active citizens whose ideas deserve to be valued and extended.

[bookmark: _Int_jwfoquBk]Going forward, I hope to create learning environments where curiosity is encouraged, children's voices are respected and sustainability becomes embedded within everyday experiences rather than taught as an isolated concept. I want children to leave my setting with more than knowledge about the environment; I want them to develop empathy, responsibility and confidence that will enable them to contribute positively to their communities and to the future of our planet.

Completing the John Muir Award has shown me that small experiences can have a lasting impact. A simple walk through an allotment, observing a tiny insect or caring for a growing plant may seem ordinary, yet these moments have the potential to shape children's attitudes, values and lifelong relationships with nature. As practitioners, we have the privilege and responsibility of creating those moments. That, for me, is the true meaning of Education for Sustainability.

Thank you for listening.
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