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Part 1
Introduction
Reflection on my John Muir award experience
Taking part in the John Muir award has been a rewarding and personal journey. It gave me the chance to slow down, observe the world around me, and think more deeply about what sustainability really means in everyday life. Through the four stages which were discover, explore, conserve, and share, I began to view familiar places in new ways and developed a more meaningful connection to nature, even in ordinary community spaces. Most importantly, it gave me a practical understanding of how small, consistent actions can help the environment and influence others.
So, what did I discover?
I chose to focus on my mum’s garden and the nearby local green spaces. I already knew the area quite well, but this time, I explored them with a new sense of purpose. What I discovered was that there is far more life and beauty in these places than I had realised. In the garden, for instance, I notice the plants changing every few days, small buds turning into flowers, fruits slowly forming on trees, and insects moving between the leaves. These were not things I had paid much attention to before.
I also discovered how relaxing it feels to spend time just watching and listening. These experiences helped me understand that discovery does not have to mean going far, it is more about noticing what's already around us.
What did I find out about (explore)?
As I explored, I found myself looking more closely at how nature works. I saw tomatoes starting to grow on the vine, fruit beginning to form on pear and plum trees, and bright flowers blooming in hanging baskets. I also visited a nearby woodland, where flowering rhododendrons stood out against the green trees. Through this, I began to learn how different types of plants grow depending on their surroundings, how wildlife depends on certain plants for food and shelter, and how everything is part of a natural system.
It also became clear how human spaces and natural areas are closely linked. I took photos of bike lanes and solar panels, and I noticed litter bins placed along walking paths. These features showed me that local efforts to promote sustainability like encouraging walking or cycling, or reducing energy use, are happening quietly but steadily in the background. They may not always get noticed, but they are important to remind us that sustainability is built into everyday life when we make thoughtful choices.
How did I conserve?
Conservation for me was about being consistent and thoughtful. I reused containers and plastic bottles as planters, watered plants using collected rainwater, and avoided using any chemical fertilisers. Instead, I used compost made from kitchen scraps to enrich the soil. I also added native plants to encourage insects like bees and butterflies and maintained the garden regularly by weeding, trimming, and keeping things tidy. It was not just about doing things differently; it was about seeing my actions as part of something bigger. I learnt that conservation does not always have to be big or complicated. It can be quiet, ongoing, and personal. Overtime, I began to see the garden becoming more vibrant, with stronger plant growth and more insect activity. That gave me a sense of pride and showed me that even small efforts can have a visible impact.
How did this support my understanding of sustainability?
Before this project, I saw sustainability mostly as something global, big environmental problems like climate change or pollution. While those issues still matter deeply, this experience helped me see that sustainability also happens on a much smaller, more personal level. It is about how we care for our own surroundings, how we use resources, and how we influence others.
Taking part in this award has helped me reflect on my own values. I realised that choosing to reuse, reduce waste, grow plants, and protect green spaces are all part of a sustainable mindset. It also made me think about how children can learn from these experiences. If young children are given the chance to explore nature, ask questions, and take care of their environments, they are more likely to grow up with respect for the planet.
This is something I now feel more confident to support in my future early years practice. Sustainability is not just about knowledge; it is about behaviour and attitudes. Helping children notice a bug hotel, plant a seed, or see how water is saved, teaches them much more as these activities make sustainability real, meaningful and memorable.
The John Muir award has helped me see that caring for the environment can be simple but powerful. Through discovering, exploring, and conserving the spaces around me, I have learnt to see beauty and purpose in places I once overlooked. I now better understand how sustainability is not just about nature, it is about people too, and how we live in relation to the world around us.
This reflection has also made me more aware of the role I can play in inspiring others, especially children. Early years settings provide an ideal environment to begin fostering care, curiosity, and a sense of responsibility in young children. By taking children outside, showing them the value of small actions, and leading by example, educators can help shape more thoughtful and environmentally aware generations. In the end, I have learnt that sustainability does not need to start with a big plan. It can begin at home, in the garden, or on a walk. All it takes is time to notice, care, and act and I have learnt that this is something everyone could do if we slowed down and take notice.
Part 2 Evaluation
Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk202645065]Part 1 of this project involved taking part in nature-based activities such as exploring green spaces, reusing materials for planting, observing local wildlife, and sharing reflections through a scrapbook. These practical experiences were not only meaningful on a personal level, but they also align with the key ideas behind early childhood education for sustainability. Early childhood education for sustainability is about more than teaching children to recycle or care for plants, it is about helping young learners understand how their actions affect the environment, encouraging them to think critically about the world around them, and supporting the development of values like care, responsibility, and respect (Davis, 2015) and (Rodrigues-Silva and Alsina, 2023).
The aim of this critical evaluation is to explore how the activities in Part 1 reflect and support the philosophy and principles of ECEfS. This will be done by drawing on relevant theories such as place-based and experimental learning, national policy frameworks including the Early Years Foundation Stage and the UN sustainable development goals, and research-based evidence. The discussion will highlight how outdoor, hands-on learning can help children connect with sustainability in meaningful ways. It will also consider potential challenges and reflect on what has been learnt through the experience. Ultimately, this section will show how real-life sustainability activities can play a valuable role in early years education.
What is sustainability?
According to the United Nations (no date) sustainability is about living in a way that supports both people and the planet, not just now, but for generations to come. The Brundtland Commission (1987) first defined it as meeting today's needs without preventing future generations from meeting theirs. This definition has shaped how we think about development that is fair, responsible, and long-term.
[bookmark: _Hlk202646301]According to Rodrigues-Silva and Alsina (2023) early childhood education for sustainability is about helping children develop the knowledge, values, and behaviours they need to care for the planet and people around them. It goes beyond one off recycling tasks or gardening projects, it is about encouraging children to understand the bigger picture, for example, how the environment, society, and economy are connected, and how their actions can make a difference. According to Kahriman-Pamuk and Samuelsson (2024) early childhood which is from birth to 8 years, is a crucial time when children start to pick up the values, habits, and behaviours that influence how they care for the world around them. What they learn during this stage can shape how they will act in the future.
A key part of ECEfS is learning through experience. For example, growing vegetables or reusing containers for planting gives children a chance to explore real-world environmental issues in ways that are hands-on and meaningful. A recent systematic review highlighted that children engage more deeply with sustainability when activities are linked to problem-solving and observation in nature, especially when this learning happens through play, exploration, or STEM-based activities (Rodrigues-Silva and Alsina, 2023). These kinds of experiences help children develop skills like teamwork, empathy, and curiosity, which are all essential for lifelong sustainability thinking.
Research also shows that early experiences in nature, shape how children view the environment as they grow up. According to a review by Chawla (2020) strong emotional connections with natural places in early childhood increase the likelihood of environmentally responsible behaviour later in life. This suggests that ECEfS is not just about facts, it is about shaping identity and values through authentic, everyday interactions with the environment.
The UK government has recognised the importance of starting climate and sustainability education early. The sustainability and climate change strategy for education and children's services (Department for Education, 2023) encourages early years practitioners to build climate literacy from a young age through practical, age-appropriate activities. This approach supports the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), especially goal 4 (quality education) and goal 13 (climate action), both of which calls for education to promote awareness and action on environmental issues.
Early childhood education for sustainability means giving young children opportunities to understand, experience, and care about sustainability in ways that are active, reflective, and connected to real life. It allows them to develop the foundations for becoming thoughtful, responsible citizens in a changing world.
Linking practical activities to theory and policy
The garden and outdoor experiences which were conducted for the John Muir award such as planting, reusing materials, observing wildlife, and maintaining outdoor spaces can be strongly linked to well established theories and UK policy frameworks in early childhood sustainability.
According to the Institute of Experiential Learning (2025) David Kolb’s model of Experimental Learning Theory highlights the way learners move through concrete experience, reflection, abstract thinking and experimentation.
According to Brodie (2025) undertaking experiences such as exploring outdoors aligns strongly with early years sustainability theory and pedagogy. Drawing on John Dewey's principles of experiential learning, it supports active, hands-on engagement which is learning in the real situation. Dewey emphasised that meaningful knowledge emerges when children interact with the world, reflecting and building their understanding. exploration and conservation efforts could be encouraged through experiences like those undertaken for the John Muir award. These experiences can  also embed creative and reflective thinking, a key pillar of education for sustainable development and global citizenship (Haslett et al, 2018).
According to Stronger Practice Hubs (2025) a report stresses that education should move beyond simply teaching about environmental problems and instead focus on real-life experiences that encourage action. It suggests that integrating sustainability across all subjects and levels of education is key to addressing climate change effectively.  The DfE’s 2022 strategy promotes settings to engage learners in critical thinking and creative responses to climate and biodiversity issues.
[bookmark: _Hlk203433939]While the activity for the John Muir award emphasises environmental care, Enrile (2024) states that ECEfS scholars caution that sustainability should also embrace social justice and equity which are the citizenship components of education for sustainable development.
The conservation work was not just theoretical it was practical. This aligns directly with Sustainable Development Goal 13: Climate Action, which encourages early engagement with sustainable practices (Begin Bright, no date).
For the John Muir award the activities directly embodied this cycle, for example: maintaining the outdoor area and reusing materials gave hands-on experiences which is the concrete element, while the scrapbook provided space to reflect on what was seen which was the reflection part, linking actions to sustainability concepts was the abstract element, and adjusting how to take care of the outdoor space over time was the experimentation element. According to Liu and Green (2023) and Kiviranta et al (2023) research on outdoor learning reinforces this pattern, studies show that real-world, experimental activities in natural environments significantly enhance children's engagement, understanding and well-being.
A recent rapid evidence assessment found links between experiential learning and children's motivation, well-being, and cognitive development (Ranken et al 2024). These findings support the idea that combining action and reflection, like planting, journaling, and adapting, builds deeper environmental awareness and practical understanding.
According to Yemini and Engel and Simon (2023) place-based education is about helping children learn through direct experiences in their local environments. In UK research, this approach has been widely explored and shown to support deeper, more meaningful learning. Activities like reusing containers in the garden, exploring hedgerows, or quietly observing a bird’s nest can give children the chance to build a real connection to the world around them. These types of experiences help them feel more responsible for their surroundings and support the environment of what's known as ecological identity and early environmental awareness.
According to Skelton et al (2020) an umbrella review of garden-based interventions in early years shows that gardening supports not just physical health, but also socio emotional development, environmental awareness, and hands-on learning. The experiences acquired for the John Muir award mirror these positive outcomes, indicating that gardens are powerful educational spaces. 
[bookmark: _Hlk202719828]According to the Department for Education (2024) the Early Years Foundation Stage emphasises understanding the world and caring for the environment, which activities like observing plant growth, wildlife, and reusing materials support directly. Meanwhile, the Department for Education’s sustainability and climate change strategy requires early years settings to build carbon literacy and reduce environmental impact (DfE, 2023). This was observed in the practical actions: water conservation, repurposing materials, and energy saving solar lights.
According to the Department of Education (2025) UK guidance on climate action and school sustainability encourages integrated, whole setting approaches. By embedding conservation practices into daily routines, such as watering with rainwater, maintaining biodiversity, and engaging children reflectively, we can address the policy's call for sustainability to be woven into everyday life.
Nature based activities can offer significant benefits for childhood learning and sustainability development, however there are practical challenges that educators must navigate.
According to Lovell (2016) evidence shows that outdoor learning improves both physical and mental health with children demonstrating higher engagement and improved well-being when lessons take place in nature, including better concentration, mood, and social skills. Saenen et al (2023) also states that green environments contribute to enhanced attention, memory and behaviour among primary age learners. This suggests that the activities which took place for the John Muir award benefited not only environmental understanding but could also broaden children's developmental needs supporting holistic learning.
Despite these advantages, teachers often feel under prepared for outdoor learning. Marchant et al (2019) reports that many early years practitioners lack the training, motivation, or support to take lessons outside. This challenge underscores the need for professional development in sustainability pedagogy, without it, even well-planned outdoor activities may not translate into meaningful learning.
According to Kiviranta et al (2024) practical issues such as limited space, weather, and time constraints also create barriers for educators.                                                            According to the Department for Education (2023) practical challenges can limit how easily outdoor sustainability learning is put into practice, factors like space and access to green areas can have an impact. Marchant et al (2019) also states that teachers often face several challenges when trying to include sustainability in their teaching. These include pressures from the existing curriculum, limited time, low confidence in delivering sustainability topics, and concerns around safety, cost, lack of resources, and limited access to training also make it harder to put ideas into practice.
Keith et al (2021) states that climate change and the loss of nature are some of the most serious problems the world faces today. These problems are not just caused by large industries, but also by everyday human behaviour, which includes how people live, what they buy, and the choices they make. This means that to solve these issues, there must also be a change on how people think and act towards the environment. One important way to encourage this change is by helping people, especially young people, feel more connected to nature. Research shows that people are more likely to care for and protect the environment when they feel a strong, personal connection to it. This connection does not come from knowing facts, it comes from real experiences, like spending time outdoors, noticing the beauty of nature, and feeling a sense of peace when surrounded by the natural world. These emotional and physical experiences with nature are powerful. They help people develop care and concern for the environment in a way that facts alone cannot. Keith et al (2021) also states that people are more likely to change their behaviour when they not only understand environmental problems but also feel a deep connection to the natural world. However, in many urban areas, access to nature is limited. When people grow up without regular contact with green spaces, they miss out on these meaningful experiences. This can lead to a weaker connection with nature, making it harder for people to feel responsible for protecting it. Without that personal bond, it becomes much easier to ignore environmental problems or feel that they are someone else’s concern.
According to Parry and Metzger (2023) even experienced teachers struggle to fit sustainability into a school system that is focused on strict subject boundaries and exam preparations. Instead of weaving sustainability into everyday learning, it often becomes a one-off topic. This means children miss out on opportunities to explore deeper, real-world issues in a meaningful way. Another big challenge is that many teachers simply do not feel confident or trained enough to teach sustainability. They may understand why it is important, but they are unsure how to approach it in a way that is age appropriate and engaging.
According to Sihvonen et al (2024) in Finland early years centres involved children aged 4 to 6 in simple decomposition experiments and forest waste-collection to spark curiosity and environmental responsibility. These hands-on activities help children grasp how their actions affect nature.
A 2020 review of early environmental education programmes found that immersive, nature rich classroom experiences, such as those involving trees and water help build fundamental environmental attitudes and encourage action to protect the environment (Ardoin and Bowers, 2020).
Conclusion
This assignment has highlighted how engaging in hands-on sustainability activities through the John Muir award can deeply support the principles and values of early childhood education. By taking part in the discover, explore, conserve and share stages, a clear understanding of what sustainability means in practice was developed, both personally and professionally. These experiences showed that sustainability is not just about protecting the environment on the large scale, but about encouraging thoughtful, respectful actions in everyday life.
Linking theory to practice helped to see the importance of active learning, connection to place, and the role of educators in supporting children's awareness of the natural world. Although there are barriers, such as lack of time, training, and resources, this experience proved that even small changes like reusing materials or exploring local green spaces, can make a difference and create powerful learning opportunities for children.
Overall, this journey has strengthened a commitment to embedding sustainability in early years practice and has shown how meaningful environmental learning can start from simple, local actions. As educators, it is possible to help build a more caring and sustainable future by giving children the chance to explore, connect with, and care for the world around them.
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