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Regaining Paradise: Sustainability in the Early Years

My name is Lucy Morgan. Today I would like to share the evidence I have gathered whilst taking part in the John Muir Award recently. According to the John Muir Award you must discover, explore, conserve, and share an environment in the outdoors to successfully achieve the award.  And I did just that, when finding out about the John Muir Award I instantly knew I would discover the Lliw Reservoir. The Lliw reservoir is located in Felindre, Swansea. The Reservoir has always had a place in my heart, as I have been visiting the area since I was a little girl and will continue to visit and hopefully take my children there one day. This was my grandfather and grandmothers favourite place to visit so therefore, my father and his sisters grew up exploring there and so did me, my sister and cousins. I have so many fond memories of being there when I was younger, we used to go there a few times a month, most of the time we spend the whole day there and take a picnic or stop for an ice cream. I never understood the real reason behind why it was their favourite place when I was younger and why I visited it so often, I never asked because I loved going there. But now as a 21-year-old I completely get it. By doing the John Muir award it has allowed me to connect with the environment differently as before. Whilst taking part I was open to exploring and was intrigued to see what I could find during the process. Over the years I have always visited the same path because that was what we were used to. However, this award has allowed me to open my eyes and explore ALL of the lower part of Lliw Reservoir. I have walked the grounds for years but never stopped and taken it all in and realised how amazing it is there. I got to explore so many new things such as seeing the flowers and trees that were there, trying to identify the bird songs I could hear, I saw different types of animals and insects along the way and therefore I was inspired to create a poem on sustainability, a poster that could be put up in the café and shop or put on the front of the bins to highlight the importance of putting rubbish in the bins to stop people from littering. I also was inspired to create a scavenger hunt for myself to set a goal to see how many different things I could find which I filled in the next day I visited the reservoir. It had me thinking about all the years I’ve been there why I have never stopped and seen half the things I found, I have never stopped and looked at the history boards at the start of the trail which tells you about the history of the Lliw Reservoir. It could be due to the fact I felt like I already knew the reservoir so was not open to explore because I visited it so many times. But really, I had only explored a tiny area. As a result of this realisation, it has now made me think differently about the outdoors. When I am outside, I need to put my phone away and be one with nature and take everything in because we do live in a beautiful world and there are endless things to see. The reservoir has changed quite a bit from when I was younger, when I first went there at a young age it was a hidden environment where we would go and rarely see any people. Now it is it filled with individuals of all ages, a café, a park, water sports, and activities for children including the wildlife trail. Although I did not have any of these additions when visiting the reservoir growing up as well as my father, we all have warm-hearted memories because even without these extras it was a great place to explore as a child as it has so many different aspects. The outdoors area offers endless opportunities to discover and explore. The environment is thriving now; I wish my grandparents could see how far it has come. Going there allowed me to revisit my childhood quite a bit, being a child, you do not understand how beautiful the place is. It just looks like another field. But going there now has made me realise how it is filled with animals, habitats, flowers, trees, colours, sounds and so much more. I was very fortunate to be able to grow up in such a wonderful place. Although I love seeing how it is a popular environment is now which is visited by many, there is a lot of litter scattered around, which is why I litter picking to conserve. I have so much respect for the environment, and I understand my responsibility to conserve as part of the award. I thought it would be beneficial to the reservoir for me to pick any litter I saw on my adventure. It is sad that there are bins located around the reservoir, but I still found litter everywhere. The last part of the John Muir award was to share. I would like to show my scrapbook once it is finished with the children in my placement and influence them about the importance of our earth and why putting rubbish in bins instead of dropping it on the floor is so important. I would also like to share my scrapbook on the Felindre Facebook community page, to show how passionate I am about the reservoir and it could make people aware of the litter issue. If more people know about it, then more people can make a difference. I really hope individuals will take care of this beautiful environment, so it can continue to reserve. 

Now I would like to talk about my critical evaluation on how taking part in experiences under the John Muir award supports early childhood education for sustainability. In 1987, the Brundtland report first stated the definition of sustainability as being ‘development which meets the needs of present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (Future, 1987: DEFRA, 2005). Brundtland (1987) suggests that sustainable development is not only about saving plants and animals, but also about the environment, economy, and social justice. United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) (2002) also agree that environment, society, and economy are all interlinked. More recently the Wellbeing of Future Generation (Wales) Act (2015) followed in Wales defines sustainable development as “the process of improving the economic social, environmental, and cultural well-being of Wales by acting, in accordance with sustainable development principle, aimed at achieving the well-being goals (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015). The act is put into place for individuals in Wales to think about their actions when making decisions (Welsh Government, no date). The act is based on five ways of working which are thinking about ‘long-term; integration; involvement; collaboration and prevention to ensure everyone in Wales will think about the impact on making a decision in the present moment but also long term so that the future generation has the same quality of life (Welsh Government, no date a). 

According to Fien and Tillbury, (1998) sustainability begins in the early years. Children’s education that involves sustainability is crucial for their learning. It allows them to understand they have a role to play in the world. Children are the future so therefore it should be prioritised to educate them to grow up being environmentally conscious individuals who will know the impact of making positive decisions (The Curiosity Approach, no date). According to Taylor et al, (2013) cited in Barrable (2019) childhood is a period where children learn skills such as empathy, emerge and are natured. British Broadcasting Cooperation (BBC) (no date) suggests that during a child’s early years they build an attitude towards the world and others. The earlier a child will learn basics the better, as it develops self-confidence, answer questions at a faster pace, will have the ability to think differently, can imagine the wider picture and will have the ability to problem solve daily (Bakken, Brown and Downing, 2017). 

There are many ways children can learn about sustainability in the early years. Although Davis, (2015) argues children at a young age could be consider too young to understand and make an impact. Boyd, et al. (2022) suggests that if children learn the basics of sustainability in early education they can then build on their knowledge as they become older. Practitioners can incorporate small day to day activities that will allow them to be sustainable creating ecocentric children (Henley-Carter, 2022). For example, having colourful bins in a classroom with posters that have pictures on which the children could design and put on the front that states what goes in each bin which would help children put items in the correct one (Chiavorone, 2018). They may not know they are recycling but the thinking process would be there, then once they are older, they can then understand why they do it. Practitioners could organise a gardening afternoon once a week for children to learn how to garden flowers and food. This should be a form of learning not seen as a treat. Depending on their age they can watch the food grow and then pick it and eat it in class. Taking children for daily nature walks would help build their imagination, creativity and improve their senses (Moorhouse, no date). Lastly children that are around positive role models in class will also be a substantial improvement on young children. They tend to copy adults’ behaviour, so it is important to have inspirational figures in class who encourages being sustainable (Liang, Chen and Zhou, 2022). 

Article 29 states that every child has the right to an ‘Education which must develop every child’s personality, talents, and abilities to the full. It must encourage the child’s respect for human rights, as well as their parents, their own and other cultures, and the environment’ (UNICEF, no date). Children in Wales are now learning under a new Welsh Curriculum which has four purposes. The four purposes they aim for children to be are ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives; enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work; ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world; healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society (Welsh Government, 2022). The one purpose which stands out is ethical, informed citizens which should educate children to be respectful of the environment, to make positive life choices as they mature and set them on the correct course. An example of an ethical citizen would be someone who accepts their responsibilities and makes a conscious effort to support the world by carrying out daily tasks such as recycling, making suitable finical decisions, using natural resources, checking food that is fair trade, reduces their carbon footprint. The John Muir award supports the new curriculum for Wales in many ways. By doing the award children that are exploring are learning about contemporary issues in their chosen environment such as pollution, litter, biodiversity loss… they will also learn the  impact on their actions when being in their environment, being responsible whilst exploring their area and conserving which all links to building ethical, informed citizens (John Muir Trust, no date). 

It is also mandatory that Children in Wales are provided with Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) which includes: choices and decisions, consumption and waste, climate change, wealth and poverty, health, identity and culture and the natural environment (Welsh Government, 2012). All these areas can be incorporated into the six areas of learning under the Welsh curriculum (Welsh government, no date b). Estyn (2014) states that children in Wales that are taught ESDGC, is advantageous to young people in Wales as it provides them with valuable insight into sustainable development and will help to foster a positive mindset towards global citizenship. The aim of ESDGC is to build children to be self-reliance, co-dependence, and learn about environment care, educate them with challenges the world is facing as they have a right to know, teach them to contribute to their local and wider community and acquiring different skill sets and viewpoints which will support them to figure their path in life (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008). 

In 2016, the United Nations came up with a mission to face global issues, there are 17 goals they would like to achieve by 2030, 6 years from now (United Nations, no date A). They have come up with these to make the world a better place, all world leaders have agreed and are working towards these goals as a nation.  This way it is more likely to happen if every nation is involved and works towards the end goal. The 17 goals are no poverty; zero hunger; good health and well-being; quality education; gender equality; clean water and sanitation; affordable and clean energy;  decent work and economic growth; industry, innovation, and infrastructure, reduce inequalities; sustainable cities and communities; responsible consumption and production; climate action; life below water; life on land; peace, justice, and strong institutions and lastly partnerships for the goals (United Nations, no date). Children that learn about basic sustainable development in early years today will have an impact on the 17 goals in 6 years (UNICEF, no date a). What is done today will impact whether the future generation will achieve the 17 goals and be free from these challenges we are facing today as what happens to the environment will affect the children as it is interconnected (United Nations Environment Programme, 2022). United Nations have designed resources for children to use in early years to learn about the 17 goals. They have designed board games and books to educate children how they can act and support the 17 goals. Also, there are lessons for practitioners to deliver on the 17 goals. This will teach them on how their actions have a huge impact on the world. Goal 14 is life below the water. Target 14.1 is to prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution (United Nations, no date b). At a young age children are learning about the ocean and who lives there. Practitioners should educate children about the Ocean as well as educating children on the challenges such as polluted waters. If children understand that waste, we drop on the floor can end up polluting marine ecosystems and therefore endangering animals and their habitats (World wildlife fund, no date). They will understand where their waste is going and the impact. If children are not aware they will not know.

The John Muir Award allows children to be hands on, one with nature and an explorer. 
Fredrick Froebel was a theorist who believed children at a young age should learn through hands on experience especially in nature as it provides children a rich sensory, the environment is constantly changing, exciting, fun, and has endless opportunities to explore (Tovey, 2022). He believed children should learn through real life experiences with nature as it allows them to gain a deeper understanding by doing (D’Ascoli and Hunter, 2022). Which is exactly what children experience when taking part in the John Muir award. One Froebelian principle states that he believed everything in the universe is unified, the more one is aware of its interconnectivity, the more insight the individual will have into others, their self and their surroundings (Froebel Trust, no date). This is why Froebel is so passionate about nature as he believes being in the nature allows children to make easy connections with their surroundings. 

The John Muir award allows individuals to discover and explore any outdoor environment which could allow children to follow their interests and it can be child-led. Maria Montessori was a theorist who believed children should learn through child-led activities (Berg, 2024). As a result of a child choosing what they would like to do, they are basing their play off their interests allowing it to be meaningful. She also believed the environment where children learn had a vital impact. She believed the resources in a classroom must be reused or recycled to help support efforts to sustain the planet.  A Montessori classroom will have natural furniture, resources and real objects to allow children to be connected with the world around them. Natural materials allow open ended opportunities for children to explore and discover (Renaissance Montessori School, 2020). Some classrooms that follow the Montessori approach have real life plants and flowers inside the classroom and have classroom pets such as fish for children to care for and have a responsibility (Horgan, 2023). They will learn that they have to care for the plants and animals and if they do not, they would not be able to survive on their own. Many Montessori outdoor areas will have a patch for children to garden. The reason behind having this is that Montessori believed children should be given the responsibility to look after real life plants by carrying out daily tasks for example planting, watering, cleaning up to build connections (Horgan, 2023).

The John Muir Award has many benefits for children’s learning and development. However, it could be argued that there are barriers to the award. The John Muir Trust states the award is suited for children year four and above in England and Wales (John Muir Trust, no date). However, it could be argued that children under the age of eight or nine would be able to take part in the award with an adult to supervise. Children under the age of eight and nine are constantly exploring and discovering as part of working out the world around them so therefore should be able to enrol for the award. The John Muir award only focuses on one aspect of sustainability. To improve the award, the trust should change the award, so it is looking for a variety. 

To conclude, the John Muir Award is a perfect tool for children to participate to explore, discover, conserve, and share an outdoors environment, it has endless opportunities for children to develop, learn and gain knowledge about sustainability. By allowing children to choose an area which interest them allows the experience to be meaningful. Which allows children to invest their full attention and time. Although as previously mentioned the John Muir award can be critiqued, there are more positives than negatives outcomes for children who take part in this award. Children that get involved should be able to come out with an award as well as amazing experiences due to partaking. 
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