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Slide 1 – Introduction.
Hello, today I will be presenting my John Muir Award experience based in Penllergare Valley Woods. This presentation will explore my personal journey of discovering, exploring, conserving and sharing within this natural environment, and reflect on how these experiences supported the development of my understanding of sustainability in a practical and meaningful way.
Through engaging directly with the natural world, I was able to move beyond a theoretical understanding of sustainability and instead experience it through real-life interaction, observation and action. This allowed me to develop a deeper awareness of environmental issues, particularly the impact of human behaviour on natural spaces, as well as the importance of taking responsibility for protecting these environments.
This presentation is divided into two main sections. In the first section, I will introduce and reflect upon my experience of completing the John Muir Award, including what I discovered within the woodland, what I explored in relation to wildlife and environmental issues, and how I contributed to conservation through practical action. I will also reflect on how this experience influenced my own understanding of sustainability and encouraged me to think more critically about my role within the environment.
In the second section, I will critically evaluate how undertaking experiences such as those involved in the John Muir Award can support the philosophy and principles of early childhood education for sustainability. This will include links to key theorists such as John Dewey, Friedrich Froebel, and Rudolf Steiner, as well as relevant policy frameworks such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.
Overall, this presentation will demonstrate how hands-on, nature-based experiences can play a significant role in supporting both individual understanding and wider educational approaches to sustainability.
------------------------
Slide 2 – Discover.
For the Discover stage of the John Muir Award, I chose Penllergare Valley Woods as my environment. I selected this location because it is a local woodland that I had previously visited, but I had never explored it in a focused or reflective way. Returning to a familiar place with a new purpose allowed me to engage with the environment more meaningfully and develop a deeper awareness of its feature’s.
To support this process, I used a map of the woodland to understand the layout, including walking paths, wooded areas and key landmarks. This helped me to navigate the space more effectively and recognise how the environment is structured and used by both people and wildlife. It also encouraged me to think more critically about how humans interact with natural spaces, for example through designated paths and conservation areas (Science Direct, 2023).
One particularly memorable feature I discovered was the “elephant tree,” which stood out as a unique and natural landmark (Penllegaer.org, n.d). Observing this feature encouraged me to slow down and appreciate the individuality of the natural environment, rather than simply passing through it. This contributed to the development of a stronger sense of place, which is an important concept within sustainability education, as individuals are more likely to value and protect environment’s they feel connected to (Sage Journal’s, 2022).
This stage highlighted that discovery is not only about encountering completely new environments, but also about seeing familiar places from a different perspective. By taking time to observe, reflect and engage with the woodland, I was able to move beyond surface-level awareness and develop a deeper appreciation of the natural world (Mindful Spark, 2024).
This experience also reflects the principles of experiential learning, as discussed by John Dewey, who argued that learning is most effective when individuals actively engage with their surroundings (Teachers Institute, 2025). Through direct interaction with the environment, I was able to construct my own understanding of the space, rather than relying solely on prior knowledge.
Overall, the Discover stage provided a strong foundation for the rest of the project, as it encouraged me to become more observant, reflective and connected to the environment, which are all key aspects of developing an understanding of sustainability.
 ---------------------------
Slide 3 & 4  – Explore.
During the Explore stage, I observed different types of flowers and plant life, which helped me understand the biodiversity within the woodland (Woodland Trust, n.d).
I also spotted a baby robin, which highlighted the importance of the woodland as a habitat for wildlife. However, I also noticed rubbish in the area. This created a contrast between the natural beauty of the woods and the impact of human behaviour (Science in sights, 2025). This experience encouraged me to reflect on the importance of protecting natural environments.
----------------------------
Slide 5 – Conserve.
For the Conserve stage of the John Muir Award, I took practical action by carrying out litter picking within Penllergare Valley Woods. This experience allowed me to move beyond simply observing environmental issues and instead actively contribute to improving the space. While collecting litter, I became more aware of how much waste had been left behind and how easily human behaviour can negatively impact natural environments. It made me reflect on how small actions, such as dropping rubbish, can build up over time and affect wildlife, habitats and the overall appearance of the area. At the same time, it also showed me that small positive actions, like picking up litter, can make a visible difference.
To extend this further, I created a poster to raise awareness about littering. I used AI tools to help design it, which made the message more visually engaging and effective. This experience highlighted how technology, when used responsibly, can support sustainability by helping to communicate important environmental messages to a wider audience.
In addition to this, I sent an email raising concerns about litter and fly tipping in the area. This was an important step, as it moved my actions beyond the immediate environment and into a wider context of responsibility and communication. It made me feel that I was not only taking individual action but also contributing to a larger effort to protect the environment.
This stage helped me understand that conservation is not just about protecting nature in a passive way, but about actively taking responsibility and making changes where possible.
It also links to the idea of learning through experience, as discussed by John Dewey, who emphasised that meaningful learning happens through real-life action and reflection (Dewey, 1938).
Overall, the Conserve stage was one of the most impactful parts of my experience, as it showed me that even small actions can contribute to sustainability and that us as individuals have an important role to play in protecting the environment.
-----------------------------------
Slide 6 – Real Life Learning.
This experience strongly links to the ideas of John Dewey, who believed that learning is most effective when it comes from real-life experience rather than just being told information (Charlotte Nickerson, 2024). Dewey argued that people learn best when they are actively involved, making sense of situations through doing, reflecting and engaging with the world around them (Dewey, 1938).
Throughout my John Muir Award, my learning was very much based on real-life actions instead of just theory. For example, when I was litter picking, I wasn’t just thinking about environmental issues in an abstract way. I was physically seeing the impact of human behaviour. Picking up rubbish made me more aware of how much waste had been left behind and how it affects the environment. It also made the issue feel more real and personal, rather than something distant or theoretical.
What stood out to me most was how different it felt compared to classroom learning. Instead of reading about sustainability, I was experiencing it. I could see the difference I was making in that moment, even if it was small, and that made the learning feel more meaningful and memorable. It also made me reflect on my own actions and how I can be more responsible in everyday life.
------------------------------------
Slide 7 – Learning in nature.
This part of my experience links closely to the ideas of Friedrich Froebel, who believed that nature is a vital part of children’s learning and development (Early Excellence, n.d). Froebel saw the natural world as an important teacher, where children can explore, create and develop their understanding through direct experience (Froebel, 1887).
Spending time in the woodland helped me build a genuine connection to the environment. Instead of just walking through it, I took time to notice what was around me. Such as the different plants, the sounds of nature, and the wildlife like the baby robin I spotted. This made the experience feel more personal and meaningful, rather than something I was just completing for an assignment.
Being in nature also encouraged me to slow down and be more present. It gave me space to think and reflect, which is something that doesn’t always happen in everyday life. I found myself becoming more aware of how the environment works and how everything is connected, from plants and animals to human impact. This connection is important for sustainability because people are more likely to care for environments, they feel connected to.
----------------------------------------
Slide 8 – Holistic Learning.
This part of my experience links to the ideas of Rudolf Steiner, who believed in a holistic approach to learning. Steiner argued that education should support the whole child, including their emotional, creative and physical development, rather than focusing only on academic knowledge (Steiner Academy, n.d).
During my John Muir Award, I was able to experience this type of learning through activities such as creating a poster and taking time to reflect on my experiences in the woodland. Designing the poster allowed me to be creative and think about how to communicate an important message in a way that would engage others.
Reflection also played an important role in my learning. Taking time to think about what I had seen and done helped me understand the experience on a deeper level. It allowed me to consider my own thoughts and feelings, as well as how my actions connect to wider environmental issues.
What I found most valuable was that these activities didn’t feel like traditional learning. Instead, they felt more personal and engaging, which made the experience more memorable. It showed me that learning can happen in different ways not just through reading or writing, but also through creativity and self-expression.
From an early childhood perspective, this highlights the importance of providing opportunities for children to learn in a holistic way. Creative activities, reflection and hands-on experiences can support emotional development, build confidence and encourage children to think independently (UNICEF, 2023). Overall, this experience helped me understand that sustainability education is not just about learning facts, but about developing attitudes, values and a deeper connection to the world, which is at the heart of holistic learning.
--------------------------------------------------------
Slide 10 – Policy Links.
This experience connects to a range of important policies and educational approaches that support sustainability, including the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, as well as approaches such as Reggio Emilia and Montessori.
The Well-being of Future Generations Act focuses on creating a more sustainable future by encouraging individuals and communities to think long-term and take responsibility for their actions (Gov.uk, 2025).
My experience of litter picking and raising awareness links to this, as it involved taking practical steps to care for the environment, not just for now but for future generations. It made me more aware that small actions can contribute to wider change and support long-term environmental wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2015).
Similarly, the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals aim to address global challenges such as climate change, environmental protection and responsible consumption. My experience connects particularly to goals such as protecting life on land and promoting sustainable communities. By taking part in conservation activities and raising awareness about littering, I was contributing, on a small scale, to these wider global aims (United Nations, 2015).
This experience can also be linked to the Reggio Emilia approach, which values child-led learning, exploration and the environment as a “third teacher” (Viktor Berg, 2026). During my time in the woodland, I was guided by my own interests and observations, which reflects this approach. The environment itself supported my learning by providing opportunities to explore, question and reflect.
In addition, it links to the Montessori education approach, which emphasises independence, hands-on learning and real-life experiences. Activities such as litter picking and creating a poster allowed me to take responsibility for my own learning and engage in meaningful, practical tasks. Montessori also promotes respect for the environment, which was a key aspect of my experience (Montessori Foundation, n.d).
Overall, these policy frameworks and educational approaches highlight that sustainability is not just about environmental knowledge, but about developing responsibility, independence and a deeper connection to the world. My experience reflects these principles by combining practical action, reflection and engagement with real-world issues.
--------------------------------------------
Slide 11 – Practical Action.
Litter picking was a big part of this. Instead of just recognising that rubbish is an issue, I was actively doing something about it. Being physically involved made the problem feel more real, and I could clearly see the difference I was making, even if it was only a small area. It made me realise how everyday actions can either harm or help the environment.
Alongside this, raising awareness through my poster and email added another layer to the experience. It wasn’t just about my own actions, but also about encouraging others to think about their behaviour. This helped me understand that sustainability is not just an individual responsibility, but something that involves the wider community. Through these experiences, I developed a stronger sense of responsibility. I began to think more about how my own actions impact the environment and how I can make more sustainable choices in everyday life.
[bookmark: _Int_Ukqv6rA4]From an early childhood perspective, this shows that practical, hands-on activities are essential for helping children understand sustainability. When children are given opportunities to take action, they are more likely to develop a sense of responsibility and feel that they can make a difference. Overall, this project demonstrated that practical action is a powerful way to learn about sustainability, as it connects knowledge with real-world experience and encourages individuals to take responsibility for their environment.
------------------------------------------
Slide 12 – Inclusivity.
Although my experience in Penllergare Valley Woods was very positive, it also made me realise that not all children have the same opportunities to access natural environments like this. Some children may live in urban areas with limited green space, while others may face barriers such as transport, safety concerns, or lack of support to visit outdoor environments. This raises concerns about equality, as nature-based learning experiences are often seen as highly beneficial for development, yet they are not always equally available to everyone. If some children are unable to access these environments, they may miss out on important opportunities to explore, reflect and develop a connection to nature.
From a sustainability perspective, this is significant because developing a relationship with the natural world is often what encourages individuals to care for and protect it. If access is limited, it may also limit children’s ability to engage with sustainability in a meaningful way.
This suggests that educators need to think carefully about how to make sustainability education more inclusive. For example, this could involve bringing elements of nature into the classroom, using outdoor spaces that are more accessible, or creating opportunities for all children to engage with environmental activities, regardless of their circumstances.
------------------------------------
Conclusion.
In conclusion, completing the John Muir Award provided me with a valuable and meaningful learning experience that helped deepen my understanding of sustainability in a practical way. Rather than simply learning about environmental issues in theory, I was able to experience them first-hand through activities such as exploring nature, observing wildlife, and taking part in litter picking. This made the learning feel more real and personal, and helped me understand how my own actions can have an impact on the environment. The experience also links strongly to key theories in early childhood education. For example, it reflects the ideas of John Dewey, who emphasised learning through real-life experiences, as well as Friedrich Froebel, who recognised the importance of nature in supporting children’s development. In addition, aspects of creativity and reflection connect to Rudolf Steiner and his holistic approach to learning. These links show that experiences like the John Muir Award are not only beneficial for understanding sustainability but also align with wider educational principles. However, there are also some limitations to consider. The project focuses mainly on environmental sustainability and does not always explore the social and economic aspects in depth. There are also issues around inclusivity, as not all children have equal access to natural environments, which may limit their ability to engage with this type of learning.
Thank you for listening.
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