Reflection (Part 2)
Good afternoon, my name is Ashley. My student number is 2209787. The John Muir Award advocates and encourages participants to reconnect, explore and conserve natural phenomenon’s, life and plants. Throughout the duration of participating in the John Muir award I was able to dive deeper into things that felt so trivial: like dandelions and daisies, educating myself on the importance of bees and how sustainability and natural preservation can create a positive impact on the natural environments that I now feel blessed to become an active participant within. 
For this award, I chose to dive deeper into a place that serves respite and tranquillity for me personally. My family members garden and outdoors surrounding, which is in the outskirts of Llanelli, in a lively residential space which projects serenity through the blossoming flowers, and variety of active life like butterflies and bees. This place is somewhere I indeed do visit often, but not to the same magnitude of interest and discovery I went in with this time. I altered my mindset and was ready to investigate the life, flowers and natural beauty in one of my favourite places, to accumulate a connection to maintaining the beauty of maintaining and sustaining this.
As I explored this space within a deeper perspective, it had occurred to me how much effort and thought had been placed within this environment, so it retains picturesque and full of life. By planting a variety of plants, by inhabiting a notable variety of plants and wildlife through careful and considered actions. The more time I had invested into exploring I was memorised by the bees working on the roses, the smells and textures of mint and lemongrass and noticing butterflies landing on the leaves on the bushes. It allowed me to conclude that this life is precious and should be maintained and sustained to have that impact on not only the space itself, but the broader surroundings also. 
This encouraged me to actively set the time aside to educate and become more aware of the preservation of wildlife, insects and plants. This encouraged me to research what flowers are pollinator friendly, that will encourage bee’s and other forms of wildlife to maintain their importance within the ecosystem. 
To summarise, participating within the John Muir Award I was humbled with the revelation that it is necessary and essential to care for all natural places whether it is something personal or communal. I also realised that we are always interconnected with the natural world, and it is always within proximity: whether this is through gardens, beaches, parks or woodland paths. Everyone, including myself can have that responsibility to not only enjoy the outdoors, but to also preserve and become an active participant in sustainability and appreciation for these natural spaces. 










Academic Presentation
Thank you for listening to my reflection, moving on to the academic presentation where we will be reflecting on my experience with the John Muir award and making links to early years sustainability. Where evaluations and critically analysing whether an experience like the John Muir award can influence and support early years education surrounding sustainability.
Firstly, what is sustainability? Welsh Government (2015) describe sustainability and sustainable development as taking measure to actively improve economic, social, cultural and environment well-being. At the surface, this can refer to the protection of established and blossoming ecological aspects and assets (Ruggerio, 2021). Ruggerio (2021) describes sustainability as an ever evolving concept that will ultimately continue to change through understanding, action and collaborative initiative. 
Why is sustainability so important? Environmental stability has in recent times has surfaced as one of the world’s united concerns which has gained traction from global campaigns, government recognition and public movements (Wood, 2021). These tractions underlie with the purpose of protecting organic material, wildlife and encouraging more sustainable alternatives towards the environment the world shares. 
Sustainability holds significance as promoting, advocating and acting for sustainability allows for the natural phenomenon, environments and systems to remain protected and thriving (Ekins and Zenghelis, 2021). It is so essential in today’s ever-changing world and atmosphere to become an active participant within sustainability (Huttunen, et al. 2022). Sustainability is the integral aspect for preserving and conserving natural elements that are limited and non-renewable like unpolluted air and clean water (Jhariya, et al. 2021). By conserving these elements, sustainability contributes to improving and reducing pollution, wildlife, and our ecosystems which ensures that our natural phenomenon remain at their fullest potential, without unnecessary and careless damage (Singh and Vallarasu, 2023).
However, within the context of early years, sustainability is defined through variables and an enhanced interconnectedness between children and their available natural resources and phenomenon (Huggins and Evans, 2018). Huggins and Evans (2018) continue their definitions of sustainability by conceptualising it to a rational concept that involves and integrates ecological awareness through action and education. Another definition of sustainability within the early years directly refers to the pedagogies and methodologies that help encourage and merge the skills and aware of their environmental awareness and care for their environments (Davis and Elliott, 2023).
Early Years education allows for the critical time to bestow important and lifelong skills and concepts. Sustainability within the early years encompasses the basic principles of sustainability and operates within a practical and involvement with their environments. The Education for Sustainable Development (ESDGC) that advocates for learners within the early years bracket to be introduced to the realm of sustainability (Welsh Government, 2012). The ESDGC aims for their framework to serve as a guidance to enable early years learners to be more environmentally conscious and aware of the impact of their action on natural environments and the planet (Welsh Government, 2012).
Within Wales, the crusade for sustainability has been endorsed through legislations like Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 pledge to fulfil and maintain seven goals, one which pushes global sustainability and education to where learners across the Welsh scope collaborate in the effort for global welfare and protection (Welsh Government, 2015). The Well-being of future generations is a stable within this piece of legislation where Wales applied public bodies, where policies, legislations and guidance are released to protect the present and future generations through five ways of working (Welsh Government, 2015).
Long term- where short term needs will be implemented and balanced for protection of long term sustenance and sustainability
Prevention- by taking preventative measures to avoid any sustainability concerns or problems
Integration- to consider the magnitude of diversifying sustainability goals within communities, other public bodies, curriculums and education
Collaboration- acting as a collective unit to support and carry out sustainable choices and action
Involvement- again, like the involvement – where like-minded individuals will be informed, educated and encouraged to promote, execute and maintain sustainability.
The concept of sustainability becomes integrated within teaching practices and curriculums is well endorsed by the concept of ‘Cynefin’ (Adams, 2022). Cynefin is a Welsh term defined by the Curriculum for Wales that relates to the multitude of environments, culture and engagement that can influence a deep sense of belonging and connection to places, community and culture (John, et al. 2023). With Cynefin, learning is manufactured and tailored to implement environmental sustainability into pedagogical and methodological practical application where early years learner has access to open spaces and activities, where children can exercise curiosity, freedom and connection with the outdoors and life it offers (Welsh Government, 2023). Cynefin provides early years learner with incentive to explore, admire, protect and undertake sustainability which are key components of the ESDGC goals also (Welsh Government, 2019).
Despite the discussed, it is necessary to acknowledge, that the topic of sustainability may not appeal to each unique individual child with the principals and morals tailored for a child’s capacity of understanding (Sobel, 1996). Cynefin offers early years curriculums with the ability to integrate the principals and values of sustainability yet requires an extensive knowledge from practitioners to plan and execute this to maximum capability, engagement and fulfilment (Huckle, 2022). Practitioners and early years setting will have to commit to continuous and autonomous professional development, as without this on-going development they may be inadequate expertise to integrate the concept and practicality of sustainability (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2010).
Maria Montessori educational theories correlate to the principles and values embedded within the Education for Sustainable Development with an early year’s context. Montessori’s approach towards sustainability is that children should be guided to become responsible, informed and connected with the world through child-led and experiential learning (Isaacs, 2018). Montessori’s method of child-led experiential learning enhances and aligns with the Education for Sustainable Development where children should be exposed to the concept of critical thinking and sustainability using experiential, sensorial and practical outdoor learning (Gynther and Ahlquiest, 2022). Montessori commemorates the outdoors as a fundamental learning environment as children can learn through first hand experiences (Mutmainna, et al.  2024). Through the lens of the Montessori approach, activities like watering plants, treasure hunts and nature walks allow for practitioners to provide their learners with the foundation to form a connection with natural elements and instil a lifelong concept of sustainable thinking and choices (Saha and Adhikari, 2023).
Montessori’s approach operates with the assumption that every early year’s setting can enable sustainability and environmental awareness through exposure to strategic access to natural environments. The Montessori approach does suffer with neglecting modern notable issues and teachings like climate change (Lillard, 2022). This can harbour criticism as the Montessori approach therefore has gaps in achieving a collective critical education of sustainability and awareness by mitigating essential issues (Lillard, 2022).
The John Muir award’s explore section embeds personal and immersive interaction, which in this case I chose to endeavour my family members garden where I was blessed with observing and engaging with beautiful scenery, flowers, and tranquillity. Wilson (1993) introduces the concept of biophilia, a concept that cites that human life have a drive to experience connection with the outdoors. This concept of biophilia by Wilson (1993) suggests when humans engage meaningfully with their surroundings, a sense of deep emotional connection to preserve, care and safeguard develops. Wilson (1993) advocated for the importance of enabling children to develop these connections to the outdoor world, to develop a sense of sustainability and nurturing the curiosity of the outdoors. This perspective, indeed, did apply to my experience within the John Muir award as I set the time aside to explore through a deeper perspective, I emerged with a deeper appreciation for the once trivial aspects of the environment. Contrastingly, Sobel (1996) that children are losing this sense of biophilia and instead developing biphobia. Which is a direct opposite, where children are losing touch, interest and access to the outdoor world. Within the early years this does instil barriers and limitations when applying the pedagogy of sustainability within the provisions. Staff ratios may be a limitation and challenge when planning to imbed sustainability and outdoor learning within the curriculum, which according to Louv (2008) can further contribute to biophobia and nature deficit disorder. Louv (2008) emphasises the developing presence of nature deficit disorder can be attained through the difficulty implementing outdoor learning regularly. With constraints like setting structure and curriculum restrictions meaning that children will become detached and disconnected from nature and will not develop that sufficient foundation of preservation and sustainability (George, 2023).
Intergenerational learning, a concept from Chawla (1998) which aligns with the principals and values with achieving sustainable development within educational settings. Chawla’s key ideas are that when children actively spend time outdoors accompanied by practitioners, or family, and are asked open ended questions, as they develop the understanding and capacity to answer- therefore begin bonding with their environment and learn through imitation (Chawla, 2021). As children engage in the outdoors within an educational setting or casually, children will begin to model the sustainability tendencies and environmental awareness (Chawla, 2021). The more children are exposed and involved with the outdoors, the connections made with trusted adults and practitioners from these experiential experiences will serve as a foundation for generational sustainable development and support the children’s curiosity and emotional development (Chawla, 2021). In contrast, Sobel (2004) argues that sustainability education must include each variable of sustainable development and bring awareness to modern issues concerning climate change instead of just outdoor experiences.
Undertaking experiences like the John Muir award, through practical activity within natural and outdoors environments can fosters the action of sustainability and preservation but also is essential to consider the barrier and limitations. The John Muir award focuses on the opportunity of connection between an individual and the open world, with the primary focus within environmental conservation (John Muir Trust, 2023). This scope is limited within the scope of Education for Sustainable Development (ESDGC) Oppositely, the fairtrade foundation fills in the sustainability education and gap missing from John Muirs award. Fairtrade embeds the educational themes of economic and social sustainability through ethical consumption, fair pricing for producers and consumers alike (Fairtrade, 2025).
To conclude, it is imperative to notice and understand how valuable the John Muir award can be for encouraging learners and individuals alike to participate in environments and develop sustainable development and meet the goals of the ESDGC. However, as noted there are some gaps that through integrating other perspectives like Montessori, Chawla and Sobel can embed a holistic sustainable education where children in early years education can engage with a deep perspective and experience when engaging within sustainability and it’s lifelong awareness.
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